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late sixteenth-century France, where, during when there was a flower¬ 
ing of bathroom-related technology in England, the Palace of Versailles 
was being constructed without a single flowing-water toilet at all.» 

«No toilets? » 

«No, none.» 

« Well —» 

« Or—Sorry. What were you going to say?» 
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«0h, no, go ahead, don’t mind us.» 

«I was just going to say that, technically, when it was built in the 
seventeenth century, it started with no toilets. By the middle of the 
eighteenth century it had them for just the king and the queen, and 
of course, the king’s mistress .» 

«0f course .» 

« Yes. So —» 

« Sorry, don’t let us interrupts 

«Well so, the servants had chamber pots. Which, of course, got 
emptied outsides 

«And everybody else?» 

« Well, most of the time, during the rather large parties they had, 
and we’re talking about a lot of people at some of these parties, we 
should keep that in mind, but the guests would go on the stairs. Or in 
the halls. Or sometimes on the lawns 

« We ’re imagining at this point France smelling very bads 
«Well, there was an increase in the consumption of perfume at 
about the same times 

«So the smell of roses and shit everywhere. Greats 
«Also we can look back to periods such as the earliest settlements of 
the Indus valley, which, really, the most we know about them is that 
they’d created an amazingly advanced sewage system that allowed 
their civilization to grow quite large by the standards of the time, and 
even outpaced many cultures in the areas we’re more familiar with, 
in that same period. However, after that, they disappear from the 
archaeological records 

«So everything we know about them comes from the way that they 
went to the toilets 
«Yes, in essences 

«So everybody poops, as they say, but how culturally different is it?» 
« Vastly. For example, in many Middle-Eastern cultures, the tradi¬ 
tional punishment for theft is often to have the right hand amputated. 
The reason for this is that, traditionally, the left hand is used for 
cleaning after defecation, and the right for eatings 

«So no one wants a lefty dipping their hand into the pot or passing 
the bowls 

«Yes, in essences 
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«So what about Japan?. We were always hearing weird things 
about toilets over there, among other things.» 

« Well, the traditional toilet is a squat toilet, which few people care 
about in the West, though there’s some interesting bio-mechanical- 
related properties, in comparison to western toilets, relating to the 
better alignment of the colon that one gets from squatting vs sitting, 
which’s related to a decreased likelihood of developing hemorrhoids .» 

« Wait, so hemorrhoids’re related to toilet design ?» 

«In a fashion. You could argue that they’re primarily westernized 
issues stemming from a particular technological trend. However, 
when most people think of Japanese toilets, they think of the basic 
western variety with what you might call a bunch of enhancements, 
heated seats and bidet-like water spouts and blow dryers and control 
panels and such like that.» 

« Unfortunately, you say blow dryers and we’re imagining people 
with very hairy ass cracks.» 

«Well...» 

«Ah, don’t worry ’bout it though. Anyway, you’d mentioned when 
we were talking earlier that you’d almost had another book published 
before the world started to end.» 

«That had been theplan.» 

« What was that going to be about?» 

«It was going to delve into some of the bathroom-related legislation 
issues of the state.» 

« We seem to’ve been the bathroom state therefor a while, if any¬ 
body knew us, they knew us because of bathrooms —» 

«So thank yuns state legislators .» 

«It’s a very complicated issue .» 

«Apparently so. Or at least, from what we gather from you, more 
so than we’d thought. But everybody knows about all that shit that 
went down.» 

«He he.» 

« Sorry .» 

«It’s alright.» 

«Butyour take on the whole thing’s different, isn’t it? You actually 
don’t think it had much at all to do with discrimination against 
transsexuals and such, right? Why don’t you tell us some about that.» 
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« Well, I was going to make the case that it was not all about 
that. I mean, sure, there was some posturing for the benefit of certain 
religious segments of the voter base by doing something that at the time 
didn’t seem as if it would otherwise have that great of an effect, and 
also it was a chance for the state legislature to reaffirm its dominance 
over the municipalities, but I think in order to truly understand the 
legislation that came down and the reasons behind it, you have to 
look back about six months prior to all of that, to a bill that, to a bill 
that most people inside of the state weren’t aware of, let alone anyone 
outside the state. And that bill related to chairs in small gas stations 
where you might sell coffee or donuts or something like that.» 

«Alright, we can follow alotta things, but you’re gonna have to 
explain this one to us.» 

« Well, the debate and the bill centered around the fact that it 
was illegal for these establishments to have seating. And the main 
argument was that we have all these old guys who are coming in in 
the morning and conversing and socializing and it’s unfair to make 
them stand all the time. Now, the law itself existed, or said, rather, 
an establishment that provided seating would have to have a certain 
sewage capacity. The idea being that if people are sitting around, there 
is going to be an increased likelihood of more people using the facilities, 
therefore putting a greater load on the sewage hookup. So the law 
was designed, essentially, to make sure that business’s sewage systems 
were rated for the likely number of people that would be using them.» 

« Alright, we got that, but how exactly does this hook up to whether 
the little figure on the door has a skirt or not?» 

«Well, my argument, in essence, was that there’s a fundamental 
anxiety about defecation and urination, obviously, but in particular it 
was expressed, was evident in the debate around this older bill, which, 
incidentally did pass, and I argued that it did so mainly because they 
wanted to ignore the fact that people did in fact use these restrooms, 
therefore they didn’t have to worry because, if waste doesn’t exist, then 
the sewage hookup can’t be overloaded. It’s a kind of virtualization 
process. When you virtualize what I called the restroom function, 
you end up in a situation where you don’t actually have to think about 
things like sewage capacity, because no one really believes it’s being 
used, or wants to. To try and put it another way, the legislators 
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didn’t want to think about people using bathrooms, so they just kind 
of shortcutted the whole process to say it doesn’t actually matter.» 

«Alright, but how does this connect with the bathroom gender 
bill?» 

«It connects because, psychologically speaking, it was a chance to 
mollify some of this anxiety related to the restroom function. And 
it itself functions as a kind of shortcut option, whereby you get a kind 
of partial ban. Or what I’m trying to say is, what the legislators would 
have liked to have done was ban everyone from using, or utilizing, or 
actually, or actually entering restrooms period, but that’s biologically 
impossible.» 

«And you can only buck biology so long.» 

«Right. So this ban functions as a kind of symbolic function. Tech¬ 
nically, whether the legislators want to claim so or not, is that you’ve 
got someone who for all intents and purposes looks like what they 
would call a biological female, but who has what they define as male 
genitalia. Now, literally, under this law, she would have to use the 
men’s restroom. But symbolically, under this law, because she exists, 
conceivably in this in-between state, having something legally defined 
as male genitalia, being encompassed in a male legal definition, but 
occupying an otherwise feminine-defined space, a female ontology if 
you will, a non-male, it places such a person in a deadlock, that is to 
say, they can choose neither option. So you have at one level a simple 
ban that purports to align with some kind of community standard and 
normalization about gender, but on the other, its symbolic function is 
to in effect make it illegal to use the restroom period.» 

«So when you’re talking about virtualization here we assume you 
don’t mean something to do with computers.» 

«No. No, what I mean is a kind of mental meta-layer where we 
abstract these concepts away. We attempt to operate wholly in the 
cogito.» 

« We ’ll take your word for it.» 

«For example, we all are sweating, we defecate usually once or 
more a day, we urinate multiple times a day, and these processes 
are ongoing. I’m swallowing spit constantly right now, food is being 
processed through my intestines and being combined with other waste 
to become fecal material, urine is collecting in my bladder, but we 
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abstract all this away, so the people we interact with daily are in fact 
virtualized people. And 1 claim this has a profound impact on urban 
planning, especially in the state.» 

«And how’s that?» 

« Well, take, for example, Mainstreet here in Kingsly. Imagine 
you’re standing on Mainstreet and suddenly you realize you’re about 
to have a bout of diarrhea.» 

«Do we have to? Just kiddin’. Please go on.» 

«Well, imagine you’re standing in the street, and we’ve lived here 
for ever.» 

« Unfortunately.» 

«And we roughly know the business geography of this immediate 
area. Now, where do you go to the bathroom?» 

«Well... Huh. You might’ve gotten us there.» 

« That’s exactly my point. There are no public restrooms. The 
few restaurants, of course, have restrooms for their customers, with 
signage in the window to indicate that. The only thing close to a 
public restroom is if you go all the way down to Backstreet, cross, go 
across the parking lot, cross the bridge, and go into the recpark.» 

« We wouldn’t recommend that.» 

« That’s my point exactly. Those facilities are in terrible condition 
and horribly maintained. The last time I took my son in there, and 
he closed the stall door, and it fell down off its hinges.» 

«He he. We apologize for laughing, but that’s funny .» 

«But the other thing’s they’re so dim, they make you feel like 
somebody’s going to jump out and knife you. It’s like a horror house. 
You couldn’t get scarier if you tried .» 

«And that’s exactly my point. It’s as if they are designed, in one 
sense, to scare people away. So what we have is a Mainstreet that is 
designed for these virtualized human beings that don’t actually have 
bodily functions. And of course, when you put real human beings in 
this environment who actually do have all these normal biological 
entanglements, you create a situation in which a lot of people will be 
put into some very bad situations .» 

«Now you’ve got us curious, do you think it’s partly an economic 
thing? That is, since there’s nowhere else to go, you might go in and 
buy a coffee or donut to use some place’s restroom?» 
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«Maybe somewhat. But I think it’s mostly, as I said, a side effect 
of a solution to a broader underlying anxiety .» 

« So you ’re the expert, why is it that American restrooms have such 
huge gaps in the stalls? so you feel like you’re trying to take a leak in 
public half the time.» 

« That I would say is entirely economic. Though, maybe not. It 
might be that that’s also partly driven by the disgust factor, as well. 
It makes you want to not go in there in a different way than being 
scary does. Or it is horror driven, in that you’re afraid to be exposed, 
thereby, in some way, possibly de-virtualizing yourself, and seeing 
others exposed, thereby de-virtualizing, to a degree, them.» 

«So how is this connected to why people round here sometimes put 
toilets in the front yard and plant flowers in them? Or’re we just 
crazy? » 

« Yuh sure yuh really want the answer to that?» 

«Actually, it almost makes me think there’s a kind oftotemistic 
quality to that. It’s sort of like taking the thing that we fear, like 
a bear or lion, and killing it and skinning it and mounting it for 
display, or carving a wooden or stone approximation of it for some sort 
of veneration. So I’d almost be tempted to say it’s a kind of instinctive 
human drive to gain power over a force of nature, or in this case, over 
a function of the human body.» 

«And this would also explain why people who piss in public get put 
on the same list as someone who rapes a five year old.» 

« Yes, actually, it would.» 

«It’s just too bad you didn’t have a chance to write this book.» 

« Well, actually, it was written, it just didn’t get published.» 

« Well, then slap that shit up online, and people can read it on their 
phone while their sitting on the john. Speaking of, do yuh happen to 
know where that name camefrom?» 

«I’m afraid I have no idea.» 

«So, didn’t someone out there making toilets have the name Crap- 
per? Yuh know, like how in Britain raincoats are called Macintoshes 
because of the guy that sold or invented them or whatever ?» 

«No, that’s kind of a myth.» 

«Oh, foo, and here we were all set up for a joke about how we 
thought having the last names Dick and Hancock were bad. Actually, 
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that sounds like a bad late seventies early eighties duo-detective show. 
And now we really wanna watch a show called that.» 

«But in all seriousness, upload that book.» 

«I’ll see what I can do.» 

« Alright, for all those out there left to listen, this’s EFKO, with 
yuns, probably, through the latter half of the end of the world. And to 
all yuns out there logging off because Golds tar Lesbian^ ’s spamming 
hellfire, well, we’re sorry, and we don’t know what to do ’bout it. And 
apparently another couple’a chunks of what’s left of the internet’ve 
gone down, so maybe we’ll get lucky and which ever one she’s on’ll get 
taken out next. We can only hope. This’s a reminder, death threats 
aren’t cool, kids.» 

“Gawd,” Candi said. “Listening to all this, I’ve gotta piss.” 

Drive called over the sound of the engine, “Want me to stop?” 

“Hell no.” She repositioned herself as best she could in the seat. 
“The faster we get there, the faster I can get out of this rumbling tin 
can. ” 

«So since we’re feeling particularly masochistic, let’s take a caller. 
Hello, you ’re on the air. What do yuh wanna get offyour chest before 
the world ends?» 

«I just wanna know why we have to hear about this gay stuff all 
the time. It’s not like it’s the only thing going on in the world. Why 
can’t we move onto something more important ?» 

« Well ...we didn’t get the name .» 

«John.» 

« Well, John, first, what’s your opinion on the gay situation ?» 

«I think it’s part of the state constitution now and that we should 
follow the law. And it’s not like it’s that important anyway .» 

« Alright, we’ll just ignore for the moment that the state don’t 
exist no more, but here’s the deal, if it’s so unimportant, why don’t 
you just roll over on the subject? Make marriage between consenting 
adults legal. Fix the adoption mess. And all the other little niggle 
naggles. And we’ll move on.» 

«Because it’s not important.» 

« Well, it’s important to us. But if it’s actually not important to yuh, 
then yuh should be willing to go with it and move on. We’d like to talk 
about other things too. Yuns’re the one holding it up. So yuh say it’s 
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not important, but yuns’re not willing to act like it’s not important. 
So we think yuns’re just pulling bullshit.» 

«Thefact is —» 

« The fact is that yuh say you wanna do something and everyone’s 
giving yuh room to do it, but yuh don’t do it. And we think that says 
preeeeetty clearly what yuh really want.» 

« We live in a democracy and if that’s what the majority of the 
people want —» 

«So if the majority of the people wanted to go back to slavery that’d 
be okay?» 

«That’s completely dijferent.» 

«Now, yuh see we’re getting down to the fact that it’s more about 
what yuh want in particular than anything about what’s legal or all 
that.» 

«Most people are just never gonna find it natural to accept a man 
putting the organ that brings life into the world into a hole where 
death comes out.» 

«Okay, whoa. First, ewww. You know, since there’re more straight 
people in the world than gays, as we’re sure yuh probably point out, 
just statistically, there’s probably alot more straight people having 
anal sex than if every gay man in existence did. Or, okay, only half 
at a time could be batting, but that’s beside the point. And what 
is the deal? Every Time this comes up, this sorta shit comes up. Is 
it your personal fetish? If so, fine. But otherwise, well, we can tell 
yuh where to shove it. And if yuh wanna talk about death coming 
outa something, sorry to break it to yuh pal, but the female hole yuh 
probably wanna make it illegal for anyone not to shove things in, well 
that’s a red death highway, complete with decomposing blood and 
mucus membrane and auto-aborted zygotes and dead fetuses and just 
a whole panoply of death.» 

«And considering everything you eat, or at least everything we 
hope you eat’s dead, unless you’re one of those people who picks up 
live scorpions by their tails with chopsticks and bites their heads ojf, 
everything that goes in your mouth’s dead, or ends up that way after 
a few chews, and if it has the misfortune to come up, hopefully, it’s 
going to be dead. About the only holes anyone’s got that don’t have 
to do with death are the ears and nostrils—we hope—and we’re not 



an ENT so we can’t even say for sure about that, if there’s someone 
out there who wants to correct us call in and let us know.» 

«But we wouldn’t recommend yuh try and shove it up your wife’s 
nose. Unless that’s her fetish, that is, and everything’s been talked 
over in advance. If so, go for it. There’s no reason to be ashamed of 
your kink.» 

« Unless non-consensual’s your kink, then you need to be in a group 
that caters to consensual non-consensuality, or something.» 

«People have a right to free speech in this country.» 

« Yeeeeeah. Yuh mean what’s left of this country. But, yeah. 
What’s your point ?» 

«Every thing you do’s one-sided. The other side should get to have 
its time.» 

«And how many times have you let pro-gay activists come and 
talk at your church?» 

«That’s completely dijferent.» 

«And how’s that?» 

« The airwaves are a public resource. A nd you can’t force a religion 
to do something it doesn’t believe in — that’s against the Constitutions 

«So what you’re saying is it’s unfair that we get to use technology 
to spread our message so much farther so much fosters 

« There should be some fairness.» 

« Uh huh. Well, you know what, we figure this station spent almost 
four decades broadcasting what it was broadcasting before we took 
over, and that’s fair enough. Now it’s time for the other side to get a 
chance. And we’re so glad you agree with us. So you like to talk about 
the Constitution, John. We assume you ’repartial to the amendments? » 

«Ibelieve in the First Amendments 

« Excellent. So what we’re gonna do now is this—we’re gonna 
exercise this god-like power given us by technology to press this whittle 
button and cut yuh ojf, because, and as people like yuns’re so fond of 
pointing out, the first amendment only protects yuh from censorship 
from congress, and doesn’t apply to private spaces whatsoever. So 
goodbye. So is this really all that’s left out there at the end of the 
world? We’re getting depressed. And who wants to be depressed at 
the end of the world? Oh, let’s try this again. Wello, you’re on the air. 
What do yuh have to say?» 



« We need to get back to the basics of this country, things like simple, 
traditional marriage .» 

« John, how ’re you... how’d you get a new IP address so fast?» 

«It was at the point that we turned away from those principles 
that this country got off track.» 

« Well, yuh know, John, from what the smart people keep telling 
us, the end of the world was coming one way or the other, it’s a simple 
matter of physics, so we might’ve taken the shorter road, but like with 
death, we always come to the same eventual end.» 

«At least, that’s what we’re told.» 

«If we just get back to tradit—» 

«Yeah, yeah. You know what, we’ll just read you what Golden- 
Ratioi 9 87’s posted, so here you go, [GJiven that among the Chero¬ 
kee, though it’s impossible to assign exactly the same sort of gay- 
straight relationship that we would map onto a modern sensibil¬ 
ity, there was a set of social structures that look remarkably like 
what we would define as gay marriage and in general the social 
structure was much more accepting of such sexual alternatives 
than European societies at the same point in history, though we 
can’t say that all aboriginal peoples of the pre-colonial Americas 
map this way, though admittedly that’s a bit more flowery than the 
way we’d put it, we’d probably just say maybe we’re actually finally 
getting back to some real traditional American values. And we mean, 
if we wanna go back to tradition, do you wanna do away with all 
these pesky recent laws that make it illegal for a husband to access his 
property rights in relation to his wife’s body any time he feels like it?» 

« That’s a gross mischaracterization meant only to play on emo¬ 
tions 

«No,John, it’s a fact of legal history. Hold on. Someone’s just 
dropped us a message about a conference call. So if you can just hold 
on a minute,John. Let’s see... Oh, we hope we have the bandwidth 
for this... Are we speaking to Melissa Renquist?» 

«Hello. Yes.» 

«Fantastic. And who’reyou?» 

«I’magrad student atEagleton University .» 

«And why aren’t you on a disintegrated beach somewhere?» 

« Paperwork.» 
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« Oh, yeah, yuns get to be slave labor. See, we ’re bringing slavery 
back. It’s not as rhymy or catchy as sexy, but, hey.» 

«Yeah.» 

«But what’dyuh wanna talk to us about?» 

«I just wanted to mention that, in relation to the whole traditional 
family values thing —» 

«Uh huh.» 

« Well, I just wanted to bring up the idea that some of us think that 
it was actually the introduction of the so-called nuclear family, what 
everyone wants to call the traditional family, is actually what led to 
everything now.» 

« There’s no point in this.» 

«Now,John, let the lady speak. Go on, Melissa.» 

« Well, right, it’s just that, so the hypothesis goes, the psychological 
and economic stress put on the family unit being concentrated in so 
small an area created basically a perfect storm, if you will. And it’s 
probably not a coincidence that immediately following the widespread 
adoption of this structure, the so-called basic family unit, we have one 
of the most fracturous times in U.S. history, with the children raised 
in this environment going on to invest themselves in quite intense 
psychological extremes and instigating situations the fallout of which 
we’re still living with.» 

«So basically the baby boomers got driven crazy and we’re living 
in the asylum.» 

« Well, that’s a little—» 

« What do you think of that, John?» 

«Academic obfuscation andpostmodemism.» 

«Well, there you have it, every one.» 

Absolute, who’d been ahold of a handlebar the whole trip, to keep 
from being thrown round through the interior, leaned down and 
said into Candi’s ear, which was the only way to be heard intelligibly, 
“Thank you.” 

“For what?” 

“For being pro peace and quiet. ” 

She’d’ve laughed if it wouldn’t’ve caused a wiry pain to shoot 
through her arm. 

“Say somethin’ tuh me?” Drive called back. 
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“How close’re we?” 

“ Going up the driveway now. ” They lurched to a stop. 

Candi winced. “What the hell?” 

“Waitin’ for the gate, ” Drive said over the rumble of the engine. 
The machine lurched forward. The tone changed as the tracks tore 
gravel instead of asphalt. They turned and stopped “Here yuns go.” 

Absolute moved to unfasten the hatch and went up, offering a 
hand down to help Candi up. Drive’d parked right in front of the 
main entrance, as if the tank’d been some real car with visitors pulled 
up to the door. And Analogical emerged from behind all the wrought 
iron figures that formed the outer gate on the front doors, a kind 
of overly expensive and ornate screen door that did nothing against 
anything smaller than a emu. “You’re tearing up the driveway with 
that damn thing. ” 

Drive poked his head up through the hatch. “Won’t matter, the 
world’s ending.” 

“ Well, let’s try and keep it presentable till then. ” She looked up at 
Absolute as he helped Candi off the tank. “What happened to you?” 
She went over to help, eyed the blood-drenched strips of shirt. 

“Oh, just some stupidity,” Candi said. Analogical walked her to 
the door. They stopped and looked back. 

“Well,” Analogical said, “you comin?” 

“No,” Candi said. “He’s not.” She eyed Absolute. “But you’d 
better promise not to get mad. ” 

“I promise.” 

“And not to take too long.” 

“All I wanna do is have a conversation.” 

“Well, make sure that’s all it is.” Analogical helped her inside, 
though she really didn’t need it. 

Absolute turned. “You wanna play taxi a little more?” 

Drive said, “Where’re we going?” 

“Courthouse.” 

Drive grinned, readjusted his eye-patch, dropped inside the tank. 
And Absolute followed him, closing the hatch, but didn’t have time 
to get in the old gunner seat before the machine lurched forward. 

“Oh,” drive called over the sound of the fully revved engine, “oh 
uh huntin’ we will go, uh huntin’ we will goooooooo. ” And jamming 
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the accelerator, he aimed the machine between the still closing gates. 
“Uh huntin’ we will goooooooo. ” 
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«In caseyuns’re wondering what those clicky sounds were, they’re just 
one of our walkie talkies. But if yuns ’re out there and close enough 
and got one that works, we’re on channels six, three, and eight. But, 
anyway. Let’s see if it works to put one of these right up by the mic. 
You’re on the air. What doyuh wanna say before the world ends?» 

«Good evening.» 

«Oh, good evening. Reverend Pope. We didn’t know if we’d be 
hearing from you or not. We hope you’ve got something good for us .» 

«I just wanted to make a quick call before the batteries ran out to 
say we’ve been enjoying your program this evening and to congratulate 
yuns.» 

« Well, thank yuh, coming from yuh that means alot. Yuh got time 
to talk awhile?» 

«I’m afraid not.» 

“Russell.” 

«As you can hear. But in case we don’t get the chance to say it 
later, we wish yuns well.» 

«Yuns too.» 

“Russell.” 

“ Coming. ” He turned the walkie talkie off and set it in the basket 
on the table in the hall with the cellphones. Marietta was already in 
the dining room, placing the basket of rolls between two lit candles, 
the firelight flickering over their freshly buttered tops, Rupert com¬ 
ing in from the kitchen with a bowl of mashed potatoes, which he 
set down, then took his place beside Hunter. It was amazing what 
could be done on a charcoal grill when need be. Russell pulled back a 
chair for his wife and pushed it in for her. 

“Thank you.” 

And he went round the table and pulled out his own. 
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“You should say a quick word first, ” Marietta said. 

“ Alright. ” Russell paused a moment. “ Let’s thank my brother for 
listening to our mother too much and stocking too much food. And 
let’s thank Rupert for preparing it. And my wonderful wife for her 
excellent supervision. And me for keeping this short. Ahmen.” 

“Ahmen.” 

But before they started to pass anything, Rupert cleared his throat. 
“I’ve got something to say real quick if nobody minds.” But that 
was just pro forma, who’d’ve minded? Hunter’d rested his hand on 
the table, and Rupert put his atop it. “There’s been a lot of things 
go on, obviously. And we realize it doesn’t really mean much, and 
we’re sorry it’s short notice, but we were wondering, if later on this 
evening, you’d mind officiating one last marriage.” 

Russell grinned as if he were gonna burst into laughter. “Finally.” 

Marietta looked at him. “Now... ” And she shook her head and 
looked across the table and smiled. “He would be glad to.” 

“Like we say,” Rupert said, “we know there’s not much point in 
it, considering the circumstances.” 

“ifyou wanna do it,” Marietta said, “there’s a point in it.” She 
looked over as her husband rose. “Where’re you going?” 

“To get something.” 

They all looked up as he entered the room again. He set the bottle 
of wine on the table, unfolded the cork remover. “ We were saving 
this for a special occasion.” He inserted the screw. 

“And you were keeping it chilled just in case?” his brother said. 

Russell pushed down the cork remover’s happy little arms, the cork 
popping out with an appropriate accompanying sound. 
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August’d taken to wearing his robes all the time. It’d seemed the 
safest thing to do. The bailifPd disappeared; the court reporter’d 
done so long before; and who knew where the prosecutor or any 
of the assistant prosecutors were? Well, Langdon and Clive kinda 
knew, of course, but that didn’t help August. So by that point, it 
was him, mano a accused, with just a couple of black-body-armored 
deputies to keep order as he defined and dispensed justice. “Next 
case.” He tried to concentrate on the papers shifting in front of him. 
They only had flashlights and camping lanterns, as the courthouse 
generator’d failed earlier. He reached for the water pitcher, but as 
soon as he lifted it, he knew it was empty. “Martin Ronald Grant. ” 
He glanced up as the two deputies brought the man forward, his 
wrists ziptied in front of him. “You’re accused of threatening bod¬ 
ily harm to one... the name here’s listed as... GoldStarLesbian32? ” 
He looked up. “None of this makes sense.” He held the paper 
closer to the led camping light. “No, someone by the username 
GoldStarLesbian32 is accused of communicating threats to the user- 
name GodsFistsOfFury3i6. Okay.” He looked up. “I take it you’re 
this GodsFistsOfFury3i6, or whatever.” 

Setting the sheet aside, he squinted in the lantern light a moment, 
and finally leaned forward over the bench. “Where’s this woman?” 

“Right here, Your Honor.” 

August paused. “No. No. Deputies, bring forward the person with 
the username...” He leaned back and reached for the sheet of paper. 
“ Gold... GoldStarLesbian. ” 

“That’s me.” 

August paused, looking straight over the bench at Martin Grant. 
“ Alright then. Bring forward the person with the username Gods... 
FistsOfFury. ” 
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“I’m here, Your Honor.” 

August paused, “is this a joke?” 

“No, Your Honor. ” 

“ Explain. ” 

“I just bought a car, Your Honor. Everything fair and legal. And 
she won’t stop harassing me. ” 

“ Because you’re a bigoted pig. ” 

“You see, Your Honor.” 

August paused. 

“ You’re a bigoted pig. You’re all bigoted pigs, and you’re all going 
to be tarred and feathered and thrown under a bus.” 

“Wherever I go, she’s always following me round. You have to do 
something, Your Honor. I want a restraining order. ” 

“ Fuck you, Judge, you’re just another sexist pig. And you can all 
take god and shove him up your asses. ” 

“You see, she’ll never stop until all of them are cleansed from the 
face of the Earth. They refuse to bathe in the blood of the Lord and 
accept his forgiveness. The only thing we can do, Your Honor, is kill 
them all.” 

“ I’ll kill you first you mother-fucking bigot. I’ll throw you under 
a bus. ” 

“ The Lord shall be my protection and salvation. ” 

August sat there looking over the bench, watching the man legally 
named Martin Grant argue with himself. He banged the gavel. 
“Order.” 

“ Order yourself, Judge. You’ll be thrown under a fleet of buses, 
too. Sexist pigs, all yuns.” 

August banged the gavel. “Deputies, take this person or persons 
back to jail. He’s guilty of something, impersonating something, I 
don’t know. Take him away. ” 

Those seated in the audience remained silent as he continued to 
bang the gavel for order. “You’ll see, God will wash the Earth clean 
of all filth and bring the perfect and glorious kingdom. And all you 
sexist pigs’ll be tarred and feathered and thrown under a bus.” And 
the deputies hauled Martin Grant out into the hall. 

“Next case.” August reached for the empty water pitcher, “is 
there anyone out there who can get me some water?” No one moved. 
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He set down the pitcher and sifted through the papers piled before 
him, as the deputies returned, someone new between them, a woman. 
August squinted and sorted through the pages. “What’s your name? ” 

“My client,” Carl stepped out from behind the deputies, “is usu¬ 
ally addressed as Sexy Simone.” 

“I’m not interested in what she goes by. What’s her real name?” 

“If you will consult the documentation, Your Honor, you’ll find 
that is her legal name.” 

August rummaged through the papers, found nothing. “Fine. 
Miss Simone, just from your name alone it’s probable you were 
charged with some sort of sex crime—” 

“If I may, Your Honor, my client denies any and all charges of 
prostitution. And if you check this witness statement, you will find 
that the man whom she was arrested with attested to the fact there 
was no exchange of any money between the two of them. And in 
fact, police, after searching, found no money whatsoever in either 
party’s possession.” 

“Miss Simone, or whatever your name is, what is your current 
financial situation?” 

“Considering the present circumstances, Your Honor, my client 
has eschewed the need for money. ” 

“ You can tell your client, ” August said, “ that we’re putting people 
back to work in this county. So for being unemployed, I’m fining 
her two-hundred dollars.” 

“Your Honor, as I’ve just said, my client can’t afford two-hundred 
dollars.” 

“Then that’ll be an additional fine of one-hundred dollars. And 
if she refuses to find employment, she can earn it working for the 
county. ” 

“ I object, Your Honor. ” 

“ On what grounds? ” 

“ On the grounds that the fine is excessive and class and racially 
motivated. If Miss Simone had been a white woman, the fine would 
have been half that. This is all a ploy to continue suppressing the 
sexuality of non-white women. ” 

August stopped short of asking him if he were some kind of com¬ 
munist, and instead banged his gavel. “Council is hereby fined 
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one-thousand dollars and is to be held in contempt of court. ” Au¬ 
gust banged the gavel. “Deputies, take both these prisoners out and 
remand them to the proper custody to be transferred to the county 
detention and work facilities. ” 

“You can call it whatever you want,” Carl said, as the deputies 
took hold of him and led him down the aisle, “but the effect’s the 
same, no matter what reason you give for it. ” 

However, it should be noted that in fact none of this could nec¬ 
essarily be considered extreme. And in some ways it was more rea¬ 
sonable than the outcomes of the same and similar situations and 
scenarios during the time before the world’d actually started to end. 

August sifted through papers. “Next.” He looked up. The deputies 
hadn’t returned with anyone yet. Near broiling beneath the black 
robes, not just from his own body heat, but from the collected body 
heat of all those packed into that un-air-conditioned room, sweat 
routed down the new contours of August’s body, hidden beneath all 
that black billowance and folds, into already saturated underwear, 
which, like all wet cotton, felt awful. 
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«So what’s your opinion on that, Dan?» 

«I think if Chomsky didn’t exist, capitalism’d have to create him.» 

« Well, that’s interesting. Thank you both for that.» 

«If yuns’re listening, yuns’re listening to radio EFKO, staying 
with yuns, hopefully, till the end of what’s left the world. Com¬ 
ing up shortly we’ve got more news for all yuns that might exist out 
there, and, yes, even though the end’s probably almost already here, 
news’s still going on. But first let’s see if we can fit in another caller. 
Hello. You’re on the air. What do yuh wanna say before the world 
ends?» 

«/just wanted to let everyone know that regardless of what they 
might’ve been hearing all day, heaven is out there waiting.» 

«0h, hi. Reverend.» 

«And there’s still time for anyone who wants to get right with the 
Lord and accept him as their personal savior. And so long as you 
believe in him and trust in him that you will rise up to paradise to be 
with him, you will be saved.» 

«A quick question if you don’t mind, Reverend.» 

«I have no problem having my faith challenged. All trials simply 
strengthen the will of those who truly believe in Christ .» 

«Okay. But what we wanted to ask you about was the recent 
law the county commissioners just passed in regards to no more freely 
dispensed magical healing.» 

«First of all, only the Lord can work such miracles. And in the 
second place, without proper regulation, who can be sure these things 
are what they claim to be?» 

« Yeah, we heard yuh were one of the ones who got up at the meeting 
and advocated for it.» 

« We have a responsibility to protect the public .» 
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«But didn’tJesus go round freely dispensing magical healing? And 
the apostles, too?» 

« That’s completely dijferent.» 

« Well, Reverend, a little bird tells us that the whole reason you 
claimed it was necessary for medical regulation was really just a dog 
whistle. The same one you use when trying to figure out a legal way to 
restrict abortions .» 

«/ don’t know from what beasts you might get your information, 
but if anything, that’s a lie of the devil.» 

«Are you calling us witches. Reverend?» 

«The devil can turn many to his advantage, even if they don’t 
know it.» 

«Putting it that way, you could be just as easily turned to his 
advantage and not know it, couldn’t you. Reverend ?» 

«I’m not about to engage with your word games .» 

« Oh well. We guess it’s just lucky yuh can ’tget up here with a stake 
and some kindling wood.» 

« Whatever some Christians did in the past cannot sully the name 
of Christianity in the present .» 

«How close to the present’re we talking ’bout? Cause it wasn’t 
that long ago they basically convicted those two boys for murder only 
because everyone got into such a hoopla ’bout Satanism and all that.» 

«Just because some people do something doesn’t mean that reflects 
on Christianity.» 

« We’ve heard your sermons. Reverend, remember? Shouldn’t you 
take your own advice and stop holding the Catholic Church responsible 
for whatever it did way back then? After all, why should that be held 
against the church now?» 

«I said I wasn’t going to engage in these word games. I’m merely 
here to let people know there’s salvation and heaven waiting for them.» 

« You still carry a gun when you give sermons. Reverend ?» 

« Yes. I proudly endorse the second amendment .» 

«After all, Jesus did tell Peter to buy a sword.» 

«Anyone can turn scripture to whatever they want, that doesn’t 
make it the intent of God.» 

« Well, we’re just trying to agree with you. Reverend, but take it 
whatever way you want. But, anyway, what we wanted to ask is—is 
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it still true you claim to be carrying a gun to protect the children in 
the church in case there’s a shooting? Like the one that happened in 
what used to be South Carolina.» 

«I hold that to be one of my responsibilities, yes.» 

«But here’s our question — why?» 

«I don’t follow.» 

« Well, if you believe in heaven, and if a kid under the age of twelve 
goes to heaven automatically, wouldn’t it be better for them to just die 
and go to paradise right now?» 

«You kind of people just become more and more perverted, don’t 
you?» 

« You kind ofpeople... Well, we ’ll just have to save that one for later. 
But we’re being serious. Reverend. If yuh really believe in heaven, 
why’reyuh so afraid to get there?» 

«I’m not afraid to go to heaven.» 

«But heaven’s better than here, right?» 

«0f course.» 

«So why wouldn’t it be better for children just to go on to heaven ?» 

«Because that’s not what God wants.» 

«Ifhe lets them get killed it must be what God wants, according to 
you. Otherwise you have to say things can happen that God doesn’t 
want.» 

« Things can go in ways God wouldn’t prefer.» 

«But they have to be all part of the plan.» 

« We can’t explain God.» 

«You’re explaining him right now.» 

«I’m merely pointing out the truth.» 

« Why do people grieve, Reverend?» 

«What?» 

« Why do people grieve when their parents or, forbid, their child 
dies?» 

«Because it’s sad.» 

« Why is it sad? Or why is it that sad? If you really believe they’ve 
just gone to heaven. We mean, people get sad because their kids go off 
to college, but they usually don’t contemplate killing themselves over 
it, do they?» 

« Of course not, those’re different things.» 
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«But why are they? If you really believed in heaven, going there 
shouldn’t be any worse than someone moving away. Sure, it’s sad, but 
you know nothing bad’s happened to them.» 

« You’re failing to make any sense.» 

«Okay, would you jump in front of a bullet if it were required to 
save your daughter’s life?» 

«0f course .» 

«And would you die to keep her from going down to Bob Jones 
University? If it still existed, that is.» 

« Of course not.» 

«So what’s the difference? You claim in one case she’d go to paradise, 
and in the other she’d go to Bob Jones University. Yet you’d die to stop 
the one and not the other. So what do you really believe. Reverend ?» 

«There’s a term for this, but what is it...?» 

«Let’s see if we can get someone on the line to help with this. We’re 
still trying to get ahold of Jane, to anyone that’s out there.» 

«Ifyuh have any clue, you can drop us a message online if yuh 
have access, or alternatively by smoke signal.» 

«Oh, and that reminds us, we’ve been informed by a reservation 
official that the Native American Enthusiasts group we spoke of earlier 
has no connection whatsoever to the reservation or any of its activities, 
and that smoke signals were never historically used in this area, but 
that since most of what everybody knows about Indians was made up 
by the invading hordes, it’s probably more their culture than anyone 
else’s, and the reservation wouldn’t want to fall into the same trap of 
telling other people about their own culture .» 

«Also a Science Fiction Theatre 3000-style viewing of Apache has 
been canceled. One of those lovely films where you can tie up a woman 
and leave her for dead and she’ll fall in love with you forever.» 

«But we’ve got Margo on the line. Hey, Margo. You’re kind of one 
of our lifelines right now. We were just talking about belief and were 
trying to remember a term or phrase that would apply to people who 
don’t really believe something themselves but, if we remember right, 
require others to believe it, can you help us out on that one?» 

«Um... Well, there’s belief in belief.» 

«And that’s when people depend on other people showing the signs 
of belief, rather than believing themselves, right?» 
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« Pretty much.» 

« We ’re sorry. Reverend. Are yuh still there? Reverend? Hello? Oh, 
shucks, apparently we’ve lost him. Yuh don’t think he hung up, do 
yuh? Haw, probably just a technical snafu. But while we’ve got yuh 
on the line, Margo, anything yuh wanna say?» 

« Well, I was kinda busy.» 

« 0 h, we’re sorry. Can we be nosy and ask busy with what?» 

«Um...» 

«Uh, oh. We see, well, sorry to bother yuh. Hope yuh have fun. Bye. 
Gollygee, no one wants to talk to us right now. And here we are just 
sitting—oh, we’ve got a call.» 

« This is radio EFKO. You’re on the air. What do you want to say 
before the world ends?» 

«Hi, my name’s Lucy.» 

«Really? What a coincidence, that’s one of our names, too. Yuh 
sure you’re not one of us?» 

«I hope not.» 

« That’d be smart .» 

«Hee hee. I just wanted to say that you’re talking about these 
things, well, it got me thinking of something I brought up during one 
of my undergraduate classes that my professor shot down, but I really 
like the idea.» 

«And what’s that, not-one-of-us Lucy. We’re all ears.» 

« Well, I always thought that the Superbowl was a great example 
of what you were talking about, belief in belief. It’s because that, I 
think, and maybe this’s just me, but it seems to be like the real reason 
everybody was angry over the whole kneeling thing is that it showed 
people not participating in the belief function, and unlike personal 
belief, when you have that belief in belief kind of thing what other 
people do is the most important. So I think it was actually a signal 
that no one actually believed the things they were professing to believe 
about America at the time, when it existed, that is.» 

« Cool, Lucy-that’s-not-one-of-us. We don’t know if we understand 
it, but we like the sound of it. Got any more stuff that your professors 
didn’t like?» 

«Not really. Well, I mean, plenty. But you know.» 

«So yuh wanna hang round with us a little while?» 
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« I... can’t. I’ve got to get ready to go to a party .» 

«Oh,yeah. We’vegot something about that here. Too bad we can’t 
go. Can we just send our good wishes with yuh then?» 

«I guess.» 

«Alright then, Lucy-who’s-not-one-of-us, have fun, it’ll almost be 
like we’re there ourselves.» 

«Coming up, we have more news —» 

«Yes, there is actually some news going on out there in what’s left 
of the world—» 

«We don’t seem to’ve reached the end of history quite yet.» 

«So stay tuned for that.» 

«Also, we’ll be talking to JRogerMaximus about how you can sim¬ 
ulate a universe with enough rocks and a little basic math.» 

«So maybe yuns really can make yuns’s favorite movie-star-porn 
fantasy true after all.» 

«And after that we might be talking to CultureTraingg about 
whether people process news and other non-fictional media from foreign 
countries and other such places as fiction.» 

«So stay tuned for that, too. Yuns’re listening to radio EFKO, 
staying with yuns, hopefully, through the rest of the end of the world.» 
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“How long you think they’re gonna hang round?” Ruth said. “I’ve 
gotta piss so bad it’s threatening to come outa my eyes.” 

Karen looked through the binoculars, across the Anglers parking 
lot. “I guess we could get Eva to come out and say boo at them.” 

“Well, get her to do it before my bladder explodes.” 

“Or that may not be necessary.” 

“Why?” 

Karen set the binoculars between the seats. “Come on.” She 
opened the door. 

“You gone crazy?” 

“You gotta go or not?” 

Ruth opened the passenger door, climbed out, her bladder actu¬ 
ally really feeling like it might explode. Stiffly, she followed Karen 
across the barren parking lot. If she hadn’t had to go so bad, she 
might’ve put up more a fight than she’d done, or might’ve at least 
considered some of the possible danger, but it was to the point of 
peeing her pants or not, and wet cotton might be worse than having 
the crap beaten out of her by a bunch of black-body-armored-up 
deputies, at least then if she pissed herself it’d look like it’d been 
more their fault. But none of that happened, so it was good she’d 
saved herself the trouble of worrying about it too much. Instead 
she managed to say, “what the hell’s going... ” But she only had a 
little time to look round at all the black-body-armor-clad forms 
slumped on the asphalt, against the trucks, in the vehicle seats, sit¬ 
ting in the backs of the only slightly repurposed troop carriers, as she 
and Karen made their way inside and she (Ruth) cut straight for the 
restrooms. 

Eva and Emmy still sat a the booth, and Emmy looked round, and 
Eva looked up. She still hadn’t unwrapped her chicken sandwich. 
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“Sorry we’re late,” Karen said. She glanced over her shoulder. 
“Fine time to ask, but do the restrooms still work?” 

“ Oh yeah. ” Emmy nodded. “ The owner’s real...” (She was going 
to say anal, but thought better of it.) “Well, he’s always worried about 
those kinds of things, so we have an independent water supply on the 
roof that works because of gravity and pressure, or something like 
that.” It was something like that. “So we’re still good for a little 
while. Though, we were afraid they might shut us down because the 
city water doesn’t work anymore, even though ours still does. ” 

Karen looked through the windows. “I don’t think you have to 
worry about that. ” 

Emmy followed her gaze. “Yeah, I was wondering ’bout that. 
Thought they might be playing possum, or something, you know, 
trying to fool us into coming out.” 

“No,” Karen said, “it’s...” She looked over her shoulder as Ruth 
emerged from the restroom, still sighing. 

“Well’re yuns ready to go?” 

“In a hurry?” Karen said. 

“There’s the thing, remember?” 

“ Oh, yeah. ” Karen looked at Eva. “ We can still take you up and 
drop you off if you want. ” 

Eva, whose expression still hadn’t changed, said, “it’s not like it 
matters, anyway.” 

“Well, I’m going to take a trip to the restroom,” Karen said. “You 
can decide what you want to do.” And she turned and walked that 
way. 

“You got any french fries still round here?” Ruth said. 

“Sorry,” Emmy said. “ We sold the last of them. And they have 
animal byproduct in the oils, so they don’t fit on the new menu. We 
have strips of baked sweet potato though.” 

“Do they come in a cardboard container?” 

“Yep.” 

“Alright.” 

Emmy looked at Eva as if to say sorry she had to go back to work 
and scooched across the booth and went up front and behind the 
counter. Ruth looked at Eva. 

«Alright all yuns that might still be out there to listen, listen up. 
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cause we’ve got something real important to tell yuns. It seems the 
latest thing on the conspiracy theory corners of what’s left of the in¬ 
ternet is a group of alien hybrids are gonna invade what’s left of the 
Earth. Where they’re gonna invade what’s left of the Earth from’s 
left to speculation at this point. Apparently there’s a fringe contingent 
working on some sort of defense mechanism for this, while a splinter 
group claims there’s been a longstanding government plot to deal with 
just such a situation ever since certain technologies were uncovered in 
post-double-u-double-u-two Germany, and this’s actually what all 
those nuclear-laden planes and subs that’ve been circling the world 
since the start of the Cold War’ve really been about, sure it was passed 
off as a war between two superpowers that threatened to annihilate the 
world as everyone knew it and maybe more, but in fact, so these posters 
claim, it was all a ruse to cover up the fact the Soviet and American 
governments were working together in order to thwart this exterior 
threat to their respective hegemonies of course, but of course, what 
this theory hinges on, at least according to TotallyNotALizardOver- 
lordoo4, is the fact that Soviet Russia was actually required to stay in 
existence in order to keep capitalism goin’, that was the actual major 
reason for the creation of the Soviet state, but of course that caused a 
hyper-immuno-response in the next-door neighbor Germany, which 
then just went ape-shit and someone eventually figured out from this 
that once they’d killed all the Jews and gays and Polish and unionists 
and Jesuits and what have you, there’d’ve been no more crisis for cap¬ 
italism to overcome and it would’ve died from utopia, whether anyone 
involved in the creation of the Soviet Union at the time knew that 
that’s what they really were or not, and that if they really wanted to 
get at capitalism, all they’d’ve had to’ve done was dissolve themselves, 
so the capitalists had to try and make sure it went on forever, even 
as they fought it tooth and nail, further evidence for this, or so the 
poster claims, can be found in the fact that capitalism encountered a 
near fatal death blow just after the fall of the Soviet Union, and in 
particular this poster points to the wealth of material posited by right- 
wing think tankers in the early and mid-nineties about capitalism 
being the be all end all of political and financial and moral systems, 
and that the only thing left to do was fix some of the warts here and 
there and touch up a few parts, but other than that it was the best we 
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were ever gonna get and nothing could come after it, we’d reached 
the final form, which to us sounds alot like economics considered as 
a Dragon Ball Z episode, but hey, what can yuns say, anyway, this 
poster claims that it was all this love for capitalism, coupled with the 
end of the Soviet Union, that near killed the whole thing, so here comes 
nine-eleven riding in on a white horse to save the day, and we haven’t 
even gotten started on where this theory actually goes yet — hint, yuns 
won’t believe it in the least .» 

Ruth glanced at the grated speaker in the corner of the ceiling. 
“I think we might’ve made a mistake in gifting them that espresso 
machine. ” She looked down at Eva again. 

«But this poster claims that’s exactly what makes it most likely to 
be the truth, because it’s always the things that you can believe the 
least that turn out to be really really true.» 

Ruth shook her head. Karen came up behind her. “So what’s the 
plan?” 

Ruth glanced at her. “ I’m waiting for an order of fries. ” Then she 
said, “You think they’ll have popcorn?” 

“No idea. You know how David is about it. ” 

“Yeah, but he’s not going to force his prejudices on everyone else.” 

“I don’t know what to tell yuh. ” 

Ruth shook her head. “How long’re we staying at the party?” 

“Why?” 

“I just figure we should be on the same page. ” 

“You just wanna go up to the estate?” 

“No, I just wanna know what we’re doing. ” 

Emmy came round carrying a tray with a cardboard container of 
baked sweet potato slices in the middle of it. “Here yuh go. Consider 
it on the Joint for happening to bring Eva down here when you did.” 

Ruth took the fries, sniffed them. “ I guess that depends on if we 
just happened along or not.” She glanced at Karen as she fished one 
out and bit into the end, steam rising out of the silky, pulpy center. 
She chewed. “Right?” 

“You’ve been listening to too many conspiracy theories, ” Karen 
said. She watched Eva. “So what’ve you decided?” She reached over 
and snitched a wedge. 

“Hey, get your own complementary sweet potato fries. ” 
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Eva scooted outa the booth and stood. “I’m gonna go up to the 
other lookout.” She glanced over her shoulder, out the windows. 
“But yuns don’t have to go.” 

“it’s fine,” Karen said. She swallowed, passed the sweet potato 
wedge to Ruth. “Here, if you want it so much, you can have it 
back.” Ruth shrugged and ate it. Karen wiped her fingers on her 
jeans. “Besides, it might do some of us some good to breathe a little 
thinned oxygen for a while. ” 

Ruth chewed a sweet potato wedge, “is that a crack?” 

“Of course,” Karen said, “we’ve also gotta go by Culverton later. 
If you have an interest in seeing anyone up there, you could ride along 
with us. ” 

Eva said, “They can’t help. All the pressure suits were lost. And it’s 
... too far away. ” 

“You never know, ” Karen said. “They still might find’m. ” 

“He’s not coming back!” Eva glared at them, then deflated, almost 
breaking down into tears, everyone in the place looking at her. 

“ What’re yuns looking at?” Emmy said to the ones in the corner 
loading paperbacks into a paper bag. “Mind your own business.” She 
put her arm round Eva’s shoulders. 

“What was the point?” Eva said. She sniffed, her sinuses filling. 
“Everything was going to end anyway. And all that happened was 
everyone went away because of me.” 

“It wasn’t your fault,” Emmy said. 

“I’m the one that did it. I’m the one that went off!” 

Karen stepped over and put a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll give 
you a ride wherever you wanna go. ” She removed her hand. “ If you’re 
ready.” 

After a bit, Eva nodded. 

Karen turned to walk out. Emmy hugged Eva one last time. “Come 
back anytime. It’s always on the joint for yuns. ” And Emmy pulled 
away, still smiling a kind of smile that wasn’t the status quo across 
counters. 

Eva didn’t reply as she moved toward the door, but that didn’t 
impact Emmy’s smile as she watched them head out. 

Ruth offered her the cardboard container. “Fry?” 

Eva shook her head, and the three of them walked out through the 



parking lot, between the military surplus vehicles and the deputies 
sitting propped against them listless and idle on the asphalt. 
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After all that, all Angela and Gordon and the other guy’d had to do 
was take a fifteen minute drive off the four-lane, along a dirt-grass 
road where small trees and bushes crowded in from the sides and 
rubbed against the truck. Leaning forward in the cab, looking high 
through the windshield, they could just discern the tower above the 
treeline on a ridge top, outlined against the void. They came into a 
small clearing and parked. The translator tower right there. 

“Well?” Gordon said. 

Angela looked down at the signal-direction-finder in her lap. 
“ This’s gotta be it. ” She opened the door and climbed down, looking 
up at the tower, then down at the signal-direction-finder. 

Gordon climbed out and threw back his head to look up at the 
tower, almost getting dizzy. “I hope it’s not near the top.” 

Angela stepped toward the open door and laid the signal-direction¬ 
finder on the seat. She dug her flashlight from her pocket. “Let’s 
start looking. ” 

The guy who’d brought them out here climbed down from the 
truck and looked at them from behind the open door, but didn’t fol¬ 
low them. The only thing he knew about it was he’d been contracted 
once to trim the brush on the roads leading up to the towers like these. 
And even not that for a while. (Gordon had gotten it all confused 
about the man’s job when talking to Angela, but since the man with 
the former job in question never overheard it, and they never spoke of 
it in the truck on the way out there, the discrepancy remained unno¬ 
ticed and unremarked upon, so in that way, functionally nonexistent.) 

Angela shone the light round the base of the tower as she circled it, 
pausing to look at the covered diesel backup generator. It gently rum¬ 
bled. She followed wires upwards from it, stopping as the light fell on 
a metal box mounted to the tower above. “Would you mind getting 
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my tools from the truck?” Gordon went back and pulled out the 
carpenter’s belt packed with clippers, cutters, crimpers, and electrical 
and network test gear. Angela transferred the light to her mouth, 
and she wrapped the belt round her waist, still looking up the pole. 
She clicked-off the flashlight and slipped it into the tool bag and un¬ 
hooked a headlamp and strapped it on, clicked it on. “You coming?” 

Gordon looked up the pole. “Why does it always have to be 
heights?” 

“it’s not even that high.” She mounted the ladder, pulled herself 
up, climbed till she could hang off it and examine the box. She 
glanced down at Gordon. Holding the ladder with one hand and 
hooking one of her boots against a rung, she pulled out a battery- 
powered rotary cutter and flicked it on, sparks flying as the wheel cut 
into the padlock. Gordon didn’t make a comment about vandalism. 
All she’d’ve said’ve been yep, anyway. She clicked-off the rotary cutter 
and slipped it back into a pouch on the belt, pulled out a pair of pliers 
and used them to remove the still hot metal, and hooked the broken 
lock on the belt’s hammer loop. She popped open the casing. She 
whistled. 

“What is it?” 

“ Believe it or not, it’s a magnetic tape system. ” She cocked her head 
to change how the light fell into it. “it’s running right now. ” The 
gears and wheel spun slowly, spooling tape from one side to the other, 
“it looks like it’s set up so the tape’s spliced end-to-end so it’ll loop 
indefinitely.” She glanced down at him, shining the light on the top 
of his balding head. “You wanna come up here and do the honors?” 

“I’m fine. ” But even at just a few feet above the ground, he clearly 

She reached into the tool belt and unsheathed a pair of shears. “You 
know, if we do this, we’ll be at the end of our grant.” She sighed. 
“ Oh, well. ” And she reached in and snipped the tape. 


And on the other side of the county, Tom came to in the darkness 
of the dummy plug, words half-formed in his mouth. He paused, 
for several moments barely realizing that nothing was happening 
and that, in fact, he was really there. And after those few moments’d 
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passed, hands shaking, he lifted the dummy plug off his head. He 
looked down at it. Something about it suddenly seemed dead, lifeless, 
that now it was just so much mostly inert organic and inorganic 
matter. Water dripped against the opaque faceplate. After another 
few moments, he realized he was crying. He dropped the thing on the 
carpet. One of the antennas and a small satellite dish broke. It didn’t 
matter. He wiped his face, still crying. He stepped over it and unlocked 
the door, went out and down the hall. The scent of dinner wafted 
out of the kitchen. Ceramic dully clinked against wood; his wife 
bent over the table setting the plates. And at the sound of footsteps, 
she looked over her shoulder, straightened, turned, looking at him 
quizzically, then concerned. He crossed the room and hugged her 
tight. “ Dear... ? ” But she didn’t say anything more, just sighed in 
relief, even if she wasn’t consciously aware of why she was so. Their 
daughter, who’d been looking into the oven, her face aglow from 
the light within, turned, ran over, wrapped her arms round his leg. 
And he looked down as she looked up, smiling. “ Hi, daddy. ” And he 
released his wife and bent and lifted her, still crying. She, too, looked 
puzzled at his face. “Why’re you sad, daddy?” He shook his head, 
partially smiled in a sloppy, still tearful way. And he hugged her. 
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The basketball court’d doubled as an auditorium by having a stage 
along one side, and chairs’d’ve been dispersed from the large rear 
closet on the occasions that’d called for such a conversion. Now, the 
curtain over the stage parted and a bunch of people turned from the 
tv they’d been watching, Anime among them, and they shouted, 
“SURPRISE!” 
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The real problem was the blood that’d exploded over it. Sure, the 
bullet’d missed tearing the sleeve, but who wanted to have to worry 
about stains so near the end of the end of the world? “What an 
evening to pick a white shirt, ” Candi said, as she came down the stairs. 

Still leaned back on her elbows, Reciprocal looked up at her. 
“You’d better put some peroxide on that to soak.” 

“Ah.” Candi sat down beside her. “it’s not like it really matters.” 

Reciprocal turned, once again, to look up at the ceiling. 

“And what’s wrong with you?” Candi said. 

“They canceled Betrayal.” 

“Okay.” 

“It’s a manga.” 

“Oooooh.” 

Reciprocal sighed. 

“Well, it is the end of the world, you know.” 

Reciprocal sighed. “Of course I know that.” She rolled her eyes. 

Strange and Successive emerged from one of the rooms off the 
main hallway, carrying an umbrella stand between them. Candi 
watched them enter another room farther down the hallway, Strange 
freeing one of his hands to open the door, Successive doing the same 
to close it after them. 

“ They canceled it before the end of the world, ” Reciprocal said. “ I 
mean, I’m not saying that the problem’s it’s never gonna be complete. 
It’s just that if they’d left it a little while, it’dn’t technically ever’ve 
ended.” 

“Well...” 

Reciprocal sighed. “Now it’s just definitively incomplete.” 

“Yeah,” Candi said. “I know what you mean.” Reciprocal looked 
over at her. Candi said, “ Absolute gave me this book to read and, you 
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know, it doesn’t have no middle, or even a beginning, and the end 
just cuts right off, swoop.” She sliced down with her hand, “just like 
that. And I tell him this isn’t even a whole book, you know.” 

Reciprocal rolled her eyes and looked at the ceiling. 

“Hey,” Candi said. “I’m agreeing with you.” 

Reciprocal sighed. 

“ Oh, come on. ” Candi shook her head, looked down at herself. 
“ Since we’re the same size now, can I borrow that pink shirt of yours? 
The one with the little flowers around the collar. ” 

“Fine.” 

“Thanks.” 

“It’s not like you’re gonna keep it on long, anyway.” 

“Hey, watch it.” 

Classical, who’d emerged from somewhere farther down the hall, 
walked toward them and stopped. “Primary wants some more eggs. 
So you wanna go round and get em? ” 

“Sure,” Candi said. She pushed herself up. “just let me change my 
shirt.” 

“Why don’t you do it?” Reciprocal said. 

“I’m supposed to go up in the attic and look for something.” He 
mounted the stairs, paused on the landing. “You wanna help?” 

“No.” 

Classical shook his head and continued up, passing Candi on her 
way down as she finished pulling on a fresh shirt, though it wasn’t 
the one she’d asked to borrow. 

Strange and Successive emerged from another room, carrying a 
wood and cast-iron treadle sewing machine between them. Recipro¬ 
cal glanced up as they passed. She leaned her head back against one of 
the steps and listened to doors open and close throughout the house. 
She sighed. 
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«... what I think God was sad about when he was still around? Clothes. 
I mean, he goes through all the trouble to create people one way. And 
I’m not saying there isn’t a certain utilitarian aspect to it, depending on 
the climate and all that. But God goes through all this trouble to create 
things one way, and people demand to cover it up. I mean, God didn’t 
demand clothes. It’s Adam and Eve that wanted them. God just gave 
them better versions because the climate outside the garden probably 
wasn’t as nice. So I figure it’s like when they hang a picture behind a 
curtain or put a drape over one of those statues, like they sometimes do .» 

«We do have to admit, we don’t understand people who’re so afraid 
of getting rock hard over the shape of a piece of marble. Well, thanks 
for that thought, Julia.» 

« Thanks for having me.» 

«You’re very welcome. Alright, for any ofyuns out there left to 
listen, give us a call if yuns’re interested in shouting into the void. 
This’s radio EFKO. Hello, you’re on the air. What do yuh wanna say 
before the world ends?» 

«I’d just like to mention. My name’s Joel, by the way. And I’d just 
like to mention, if you don’t mind, that I think you might be a little 
wrong.» 

«Well, since yuh said it so nice, we’ll let yuh continues 

«I mean... Well, what I mean is, when you had the piece on Zeno’s 
Paradox earlier.» 

«You’ve been tuned in that long?» 

«Yeah.» 

«Like, continuous?» 

«Yeah.» 

«Well, we’ve just gotta ask, like, what’s wrong with yuh? But, 
seriously, go on.» 
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« Well, I just wanted to say that, it seems to me, it may be possible 
that nothing’ll end at all. That is, if there’s no time, then, maybe, it 
just seems to me, that is, that things kinda might, then, I don’t know 
exactly how to say it, but things might go on forever, or something like 
that. A kind of frozen last moment? I don’t know, I’m not making 
very much sense .» 

« Well, that’s never stopped us.» 

« Well ...I mean, I’ve just been thinking, it might kinda be like a ver¬ 
sion of, you know, how Calvinistic predestination works and all that.» 

«Not really.» 

«So I was thinking, what if everyone who went into this kind 
of... end of time, all the ones that went in happy, stayed that way 
forever, because there wouldn’t be no time no more, and all the ones 
that didn’t stayed that way forever, like I said, I don’t know if this 
makes much sense, but I just wonder if maybe, well I don’t know, 
exactly how evolution’d fit into it. I’m not an academic or anything 
like that.» 

« Well, if it’s any consolation, you’re making more sense than some 
of em we’ve known.» 

« Really? » 

«Well, let’s not get too ahead of ourselves. But if you’re right, those 
of us who’re saved’re saved and those of us who’re screwed’re screwed, 
right? Something like that? Nothing we can do about it?» 

«I know, it doesn’t sound very nice when put like that. I just wanted 
to say, well, I thought it might be an interesting idea.» 

«Hold on, just a minute, Joel, we’ve got a message and another call 
that wants to hook up with yuh. Hello, You’re on the air.» 

«Hi. My name’s Mindy —» 

«Hi, Mindy. Whatcha wanna tell Joel?» 

« Well, I just wanted to ask him, Joel, that is, something.» 

« Shoot.» 

« Well, to Joel, that is, did you like thinking about this?» 

«I guess .» 

« Think you could stand to do it for eternity?» 

«I guess it wouldn’t be so bad. I guess it depends.» 

«So maybe even if you’re right, you won’t have it so bad, yourself. 
And if nothing can change, and somebody isn’t worrying about the 
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state of everyone else when time does end, they won’t have to ever 
worry about worrying about it again because things’ll always be the 
same after that, maybe?» 

« Well, we’ll tellyuns what, we’ll give each ofyuns the other’s num¬ 
ber and it sounds like yuns two might wanna have a long discussion, 
and who knows maybe yuns can have it for the rest of eternity. Thanks 
Joel and Mindy. Though, we have to say that’s a rather terrifying con¬ 
cept, and yuns know what’s worse, if we think it’s a terrifying concept 
at the time whenever this whole what-yuh-ma-call-it happens, we’ll 
be stuck worrying for the rest of eternity. So let’s move onto somethin’ 
else real quick.» 

«In other news, the black market for —» 

«Chartreuse'.» 

« Anyway, used Sesamum Row DVDs and VHS tapes are going 
insane, seriously, everyone, we’ve just had two millionaires created in 
the last twelve hours, or however many hours it’s been, no joke.» 

«And of course they promise that if the world doesn’t end before 
whenever April fifteenth’d’ve been, they’ll be sure to pay all the taxes 
on their contraband obscene material, so if the IRS still existed, they 
wouldn’t be able to get ’em on that charge .» 

«Maybe they can go into bidding on that pink convertible, which 
apparently the sheriffs department’s seized under civil forfeiture laws, 
or so a little bird tells us, since that’ll probably be going to come up to 
auction —» 

«Yeah, we can’t see the lot of them disgracing their manhood by 
being seen in it. Or we should say it’d’ve come up to auction if any of 
them could move. But more on that later.» 

«In other news, any of you who’ve still got an uneaten Joint Burger, 
well —» 

«Hold ontoyuns’s buns and asses—» 

« There’s an auction for two going on right now, and both are 
looking like they ’ll be worth approximately one-half a pink convertible, 
at minimum. So keep that in mind. Also, what claims to be the world’s 
lastJoint Burger chicken sandwich, still wrapped and everything, but 
without the fries, has just gone up for auction, aswell.» 

«So it’s chicken or beef, folks, and yuns better hurry if one of those’s 
on yuns’s list for a last meal.» 
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«Also, well, a lot of beer was stolen out of the sheriff’s department 
impound, apparently, what with everything that’s going on.» 

«But it’s not like any of them mind.» 

«Apparently, or so a little bird tells us, all those heads-up displays ’re 
apparently capable of video as well as text, and they’ve got about, 
oh, another five-or-ten-hundred-something hours ofVHS tapes to go 
through and, oh, we stand corrected, one poster here notes that another 
cache of them was uncovered in the back room of the drugstore across 
from the Flapjack Bam, so they’ll have to go through those, too.» 

«0h, boy.» 

«So apparently this falls under the category of a dirty job that 
someone has to do and, well, we salute the local sheriff’s department 
for being so thorough in its duties .» 

«Now that might not be such a bad way to spend eternity.» 

«And coming up next we’re going to talk with James Eller, oth¬ 
erwise a nobody, no credentials or anything like that, who’s going to 
talk to us about why it is the Japanese played more violent videogames 
than anyone else, but had almost no mass shootings, so stay tuned for 
that. Also, if there’s still anyone out there to listen, there’s going to 
be a small showing of David Stoker’s latest and probably last film up 
on the Culverton Estate, starting this evening, or it may’ve already 
started, but don’t worry about that, it says just show up whenever, the 
movie will be on loop till the world ends or the equipment breaks down, 
whichever comes first.» 

«And ifyuns know these types of films, yuns probably know that the 
viewing order isn’t too important, so if yuns’re interested, take a little 
drive or pilgrimage up that way. We do not, however, know if popcorn 
will be served. So yuns might wanna play it safe and bring yuns’s 
own, if there’s still any left out there in what’s left of the world.» 

«Also, we have a message herefrom DemonicEpisodeGuide, leader 
of some band which’s letting us know they’re adopting the name Red 
Death Highway for their performance tonight .» 

« Well, thank yuns for that, DemonicEpisodeGuide. So if any of 
yuns’re still out there, stay tuned, cause we’ve got alot more coming 
up, but if yuns’ve stayed tuned this long, yuns might’ve heard it all 
before, so ifyuns leave, yuns probably don’t have to worry ’bout missing 
nothin. But ifyuns do hang round, well, first we’ve gotta ask what’s 
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wrong with yuns? second, we just wanna remind yuns that yuns ’re 
listening to radio EFKO, staying with yuns, maybe, till the end of the 
end of the world.» 
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”Gravity is what keeps the whole world together. Gravity is why the 
world is round. So if you want to think about the world, you can think 
about a ball, a nice big round ball. 11 

The class sat there in silence. Part of the advantage of the tvs had 
been they allowed for the lights to be off the most of the time, allow¬ 
ing the generators to function longer, so no unintended blackouts’d 
started within the school yet. 

”The world has always been round. And it goes around and around 
the sun. The sun is also round. However, the sun is much larger 
than the Earth. In fact, you could fit thousands and thousands of 
Earths in the sun and still have room leftover for the other planets. 
So the solar system is like a whole bunch of different sizes of balls. 
You have basketballs and baseballs and tennis balls and ping-pong 
balls and some as small as marbles and some as big and airy as 
beach balls. u THE DEPUTIES HAVE GONE The 
runner ran across the bottom of the screen. THE DOORS 
ARE UNLOCKED Cutting off the wrist that stuck out 
from the bottom of Mrs Turtle. THE DEPUTIES HAVE 
GONE Everyone remained in silence. THE DOORS 
ARE UNLOCKED "Just remember, children, what shape 
is the world? That is right. It is round .“ 

The tv flickered off. The lights flickered on. Squeaking in her 
transparent plastic uniform, just like everyone else, sweat running 
down the inside of it, making it slippery to sit in, Lily pulled her 
matching backpack from under her desk and stood, filtering out into 
the hallway with the other students, their coveralls wet and foggy on 
the insides, too. 

“Did you notice that different kind of distortion running along 
the bottom of the tape?” Harmony said. 
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To save power, alternating sets of overhead hall lights’d been turned 
off, rendering the halls as uni-dimensional checker boards. 

Juliette said, “Wonder why that happens?” 

“ Shit gets old, ” Crystal said. “ Things start to break down. ” It was 
like the way paint peeled from the walls in some parts of the school. 

“Have yuns noticed something?” Lily said. 

“What?” 

“There haven’t been any resource officers round.” 

Harmony thought on this. “You’re right.” 

“Probably just hiding waiting to jump out of a closet,” Crystal 
said. “Mace somebody in th—” 

“FREEDOM!” 

Everyone filtering into the cafeteria, which included Lily and Har¬ 
mony and Juliette and Crystal, stopped. Someone’d climbed up on 
a table, torn off his school uniform. “EVERYBODY,” he couldn’t 
seem to keep from yelling, breathless, partly from having been so hot 
and sweaty in his uniform, “FOLLOW US. THIS’S THE WAY OUT. 
THEY’RE NOT WATCHING ANYMORE. ” And he jumped down 
from the table. “WHAT’RE YUNS WAITING FOR?” He looked 
over his shoulder as he made it to the door. “ COME ON. ” 

“God,” Crystal said, “this’s gonna be a mess.” 

“They’ll tackle him for sure,” Harmony said. 

Someone said, “Let’s go watch.” 

“He’s gonna get maced fur’sure.” 

“ Let’s stay out of it. ” 

But several followed. 

“Come on,” Crystal said. 

“But they might get after us too,” Harmony said. 

“Not if they can get him.” Crystal motioned her head toward the 
cafeteria doors “ Come on. ” 

And the others had almost no choice but to follow her down the 
hall, a small procession marching a safe distance behind him as he 
stomped down the hallway, looking over his shoulder at them occa¬ 
sionally, motioning. “ COME ON. ” They followed him all the way 
to the front of the school, where the metal detectors lay on the other 
side of a set of chain-link gateways, which he pushed through, the 
deputy slumped there, having slid down against the wall. Electrically 
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speaking, the gates having been installed so much later in the life¬ 
time of the building, they were, because of the contractor who’d 
installed them going the cheaper and quicker route, tied into the 
same circuits as the lights in the classroom next door, meaning, the 
most of the time, whenever those lights were off to allow the CRT 
prominence, or when they were off when students weren’t in class, 
that is, anytime other than the few minutes when everyone filtered in 
and filtered out when class was starting or was over, the locks weren’t 
active, which no one had ever noticed, because the deputies had only 
ever tried to open the doors when buzzed in, and therefore’d always 
expected them to open, and no one’d ever tried to open them when 
they hadn’t expected them to open. So the guy pushed through to the 
outer doors. He stopped and looked over his shoulder, everyone else 
having stopped halfway down the hall. He pushed open the outside 
door, held it. “COME ON!” He stood there. “WHAT’RE TONS 
WAITING FOR?” 

After a while, a couple pushed out of the crowd, carefully made 
their way through the gates, cringed as they looked at the collapsed 
deputy as they stepped through the metal detectors, which were as 
dead as proverbial hammers because going in and out with all that 
body armor had been too much of a pain in the metaphorical ass, 
and the intense beeping’d been very annoying, almost as bad as the 
sound some alarm clocks could make, so they’d just left them off 
until necessary. 

The guy motioned. “COME ON!” 

“What do yuns think?” Lily said. 

“ I... don’t know. ” Harmony shook her head. 

“ Hey, ” Lily said. “ Maybe we could go look at the sun. ” 

Crystal didn’t say anything. 

“ I thought you weren’t supposed to look directly at it, ” Juliette said. 

“ They show pictures of it, ” Harmony said. “ So you have to be able 
to look at it someway. Besides, it doesn’t hurt when you see it on the 
television.” 

“COME ON!” 

“You’re such a baby. Besides, you saw it. ” 

“ Well... yeah. ” She paused. “ But that was a while ago. Maybe it 
looks different now. ” Given that all she’d ever perceived through 
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her visual faculties had been images, by the nature of her species’ 
visual perception, oftentimes any given set of images of images (such 
as those on a screen or a page or conceptualized in her faculties of 
imagination) had a tendency not so much to bleed into what some 
on what was left of what was left of the internet referred to as the real 
world so much as they were usually never categorized as distinct in 
the first place, and, combined with the decay of memory that tends 
to occur when such related structures in such biological systems are 
not referenced and refreshed often enough over time, that was what 
gave her pause. 

“COME ON!” 

“But,” Juliette said, “what about the truancy squads?” 

“Well, they’ll just bring us back,” Lily said. 

“But we haven’t had lunch yet,” Harmony said. “And what if 
there’s a fine. I don’t get any more money in my account till Thurs¬ 
day. ” 

“ ARE YUNS ALL JUST GONNA STAY HERE FOREVER? ” 

“I think... I think I’m going to go outside, ” Lily said. 

One or two more’d broken from the crowd and made their way 
forward through the gates. The deputy, lying there, didn’t visibly stir. 
Though, he had no need to, since, though Hope didn’t know it, but 
would’ve been very interested to know, since all that body armor was 
so much trouble, like certain deep-sea diving suits, and as director 
commentary pointed out in the extra features of Sphere An Ex-Ex-Ex 
Parody, though talking about diving suits, but either the body armor 
or the diving suits required a minimum of one other person for any 
given person to get in or out of one, and this led to the necessity of a 
builtin waste-management system akin to what astronauts had used 
(the word ‘former’ not applicable here because there was still one 
astronaut still extant in the county). 

“Well...” Harmony looked through the chain-link gates and 
through the metal detectors, at the double doors in the distance. “I’d 
kinda like to see what the sun really looks like, again.” She added, 
“And maybe if we’re out long enough, the moon.” 

“ You can’t both go, ” Juliette said. “ What about...” 

“Why don’t you come, too?” Lily said? 

“ COME ON! WHAT’S WRONG WITH ALL OF YUNS? ” 
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“ Well...” Juliette nodded. “ Okay. ” She looked at Crystal. “ Come 

Crystal shook her head. 

“But you gotta come.” 

“No, thanks.” 

“But...” 

Lily and Harmony turned to look at her, as well. “But we always 
do everything together,” Harmony said. “We always have.” 

“ And it’s not, ” Juliette said, “ like they won’t bring us back after a 
while. ” 

Crystal shook her head. “Yuns go if yuns want.” Someone stepped 
near her, and she accepted a piece of paper into her hand without 
looking; later, when she was free of security cameras, she’d decode 
the symbols and find out who wanted what and figure out how much 
to charge in trade for it. 

“COME ON!” 

Lily turned to look out through the gates and metal detectors at 
the double doors. “I’m going to go outside,” she said. And taking 
ahold of her backpack straps over her shoulders, she started forward. 
After a moment, Harmony started after her. Juliette watched them, 
then looked at Crystal. 

“But...” 

“ Go on if you’re going, ” Crystal said. “ You might not get another 
chance. ” She added, “Besides, yuns’ll probably be brought back in 
for class by tomorrow.” 

Juliette turned to look as Lily and Harmony pushed open the first 
gate. She bit her lip. She took two steps forward. She turned and 
looked back. 

“Go on if you’re going,” Crystal said. 

Juliette looked at her a moment. 

“WHAT’S WRONG WITH ALL YUNS?” 

Then she turned and followed Lily and Harmony, tentatively 
reaching out and pushing open the first gate, biting her lip as she 
stepped by the prostrate deputy. Lily and Harmony waited for her just 
this side of the double doors. And when she’d reached them, Juliette 
turned and looked back through the metal detectors and the chain 
links, at Crystal, who was still standing there. 
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“COME ON!” 

“Come on,” Lily said. She turned, her clothes squeaking, and she 
and Harmony pushed open the other double door, which didn’t move 
easily, as it hadn’t opened in a long time. Finally, Juliette turned away 
and followed them out into the parking lot. They stood there looking 
U P- 

“it must be night,” Harmony said. 

“it’s not like a darkened room,” Lily said, “that’s for sure.” 

Out there, a couple of body-armor-clad deputies lay slumped 
against their patrol cars. 

“Where do we go now?” Harmony said. 

Lily looked round at the chain-link-and-razor-wire-enclosed 
perimeter. “Look.” She pointed. Someone’d stuck a stick in the 
ground outside the fence, a cardboard sign stapled to it, written on 
it in permanent marker: |Exit this way —>\ “What do you think that 
means?” 

“Well, it’s got an arrow,” Juliette said. “Maybe it means to go the 
way it’s pointing. That’s usually what they mean. You think they 
mean the same thing outside?” 

“I guess we’ll just have to find out,” Lily said. They approached 
and started walking along the fence in the direction the arrow’d 
indicated, till they’d come to a gate. The padlock’d been cut and 
dropped there on the ground. “ I guess we go through here, ” Lily said. 
She pushed it open. 

Juliette looked back, the last through. “Are we supposed to close 
it?” 

“Better,” Harmony said. And Juliette pulled it to again. They 
walked down the road and onto the four-lane and stood there in the 
intersection, looking round. “Where do we go now?” 

“You smell that?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I’m still hungry. We didn’t get anything in the cafeteria, remem¬ 
ber?” 

“How am I supposed to forget?” 

“The lights are on up there, ” Lily said. 

Juliette sniffed the air. “And that seems to be where the smell’s 
coming from. ” 
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“ Well, ” Lily said, “ I guess that’s as good a place as any to try, right? ” 
She started that way, her clothes squeaking with her movements. Juli¬ 
ette’s and Harmony’s squeaked, too, as they caught up. The armored 
vehicles and troop carriers were still arrayed in horseshoe fashion 
in the parking lot, and they moved between them, looking at the 
slumped, body-armor-clad deputies lying there as if that body-armor 
where empty and’d just been cast aside. Lily reached for the door, 
a pull sign on the other side of the glass, but she pushed, nothing 
happening. 

“It’s locked?” Juliette said. 

They looked through the extra-large glass windows, at those inside. 
And having seen them standing there several minutes while she was 
wiping tables, Emmy came over and pushed open the doors. She 
smiled. “Hi.” She glanced down at their uniforms. “Oh, is there a 
costume party somewhere?” She rolled her eyes. “I never get invited 
to these things.” She held open the door. “Well, come on in. Have a 
seat. Everything’s just been cleaned. ” She stood at the end of the table 
as they shifted into the booth, their uniforms frictionous against the 
material. “So what can I get yuns?” 

“Is there any orange stuff today?” Juliette said. 

“Well...” Emmy scratched her head. “We’ve got sweet potato 
wedges. They’re kinda orange-ish. Anything else?” 

“Blue,” Harmony said. 

“One blue-berry almond-milk shake.” She looked at Lily. “And 
you?” 

“I’ll have orange, too.” 

“Alright,” Emmy said, “be back in just a minute.” 

“When does the moon and the sun come out?” Juliette said. 

“Well, they got blowed up a long time ago.” Emmy shrugged. 
“You know how it goes. But I’ll go get yuns’s order, so just hang tight. 
And if there’s anything else yuns want, just let me know, we aim to 
be the last and best fast food place in existence come the end of the 
world.” She turned. “Now, that’ll be a record to be proud of.” 
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« Well, you’re on what’s left of the air. So whatta yuh wanna say 
before the world ends?» 

«I just wanted to say that Professor Richardson is completely wrong 
about the evolution of sleep in humans .» 

«Okay. That all?» 

«Yes.» 

«Well then, thank yuh very much. We’re not sure she’d appreciate 
it, but whatta yuh gonna do? Oh well. So, wait, we didn’t get your 
name. All out of order. Stupid stupid. So what’s your name?» 

« Wanda Holmes. I’m also a professor at the university.» 

« Well, fantastic. So, Professor Holmes, how’re we supposed to 
sleep? » 

« We ’ll have to wait for the science to be settled on the subject .» 

«So how long’re we gonna have to wait, here?» 

« That’s indeterminable. You can’t know that in advance.» 

« Well, we weren’t planning on sleeping, anyway. Who wants 
to sleep through the last of the end of the world? Thanks for that. 
Professor Holmes. So —» 

«Let me have thephone.» 

« Um, hello?» 

« This’s Professor Vandyke.» 

«Okay.» 

«And I just want to say that Professor McCarthy is completely 
without base in regards to her theory of regression in toilet technology, 
completely without base.» 

«Okay.» 

«Her thesis is completely wrong. It is completely wrong in every 
respect. It’s ridiculous. If anything, the invention of the flush toilet 
in fifteen-ninety-two proves the continuity of technological progress. 
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the Harrington design would not be made popular until Cummings 
invented the s-trap in seventy-seventy-five, thereby providing a means 
to stop sewer gases from rising through the toilet and thereby improving 
the technology to the point where it was actually palatable enough to 
become widely deployed.» 

« Well, okay.» 

« Why don’t you put it on speaker instead ?» 

« Well, how do you do that?» 

« Well, okay. So—» 

«So if any of yuns ’re out there asleep, give us a call from your 
dreams, just don’t make it collect. Anyone know what a collect call 
is anymore? Course, we only know it from the movies, so... And if 
yuns’re on the toilet, well, same deal. And if yuns’re on the toilet in 
your dreams... Aaaanyway, anybody who’s out there who wants to 
give us a call, even ifyuh just wanna say how wrong everything that 
came before was, we’re radio EFKO, and we’re gonna be here, maybe, 
kinda, sorta till there ain’t nothing. Who knows? If you do, call in.» 
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The courtrooms themselves were all on the second floor of the court¬ 
house, so there was no way they were going to get to them with the 
tank, not that Absolute had figured on anything like that, but Drive 
still gunned the engine as he crested the hill and turned to head into 
the parking lot, aiming for the side with the administrative offices. 
“Choo. Choo. I’m the Cool-Aid Sex-Non-Specific Entity.” And 
the cement-filled barrel punched through the brick wall, followed 
by the whole front of the machine, riding up over the small pile of 
bricks created there from the collapse. “Oh, yeah.” Drive jammed 
the machine to a stop. 

“You better not’ve hit anybody,” Absolute said, “ifyou did, you’ll 
be the one who has to deal with Candi. And you’ll have to take them 
up so Retroactive can bring them back.” 

“Blah blah blah.” 

Absolute climbed out of the gunners seat and unlocked the hatch, 
brick fragments tumbling off as he shoved it up. He poked his head 
out, scanning the darkened, now dust-filled, interior. “Anyone 
here?” A flame flickered in the corner, a lighter, as someone re¬ 
lit a candle. The flame glinted in a pair of dusty glasses as the woman 
picked herself up from the floor. “Sorry ’bout that,” Absolute said. 
“We’re looking for some information.” 

“About?” 

“A court case that’s ongoing.” 

“Do you have the number?” 

“No. Just that it involves a publishing company that puts out 
something titled Still-Water Life As They Apply To A Slice of Lemon 
Pie, if that’s any help.” The woman set the candle on the bench and 
went over to a shelf, pulled off a book, and laid it down. She opened it, 
shifting through the pages. He’d heard enough on the radio to know 
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someone had to be representing them locally, of course, the state of 
what was left of the world also would’ve told him that, but it was nice 
to cross-check. 

“We don’t have computerized systems right now. So this’ll take a 
minute. ” 

“That’s fine.” 

She ran her finger down the page, stepped away, walking down the 
aisle, and selecting a book from the far end, and bringing it back, she 
laid it open over the first. “I don’t see anything listed about Lemon 
Pies or Still-Water Life.” She turned the page. “Do you have any 
other names?” 

“ Might’ve started with something like... pico... pico-something. ” 

“There’s a listing for a PicoGraff.” 

“That’s it.” 

“Um...” She adjusted her glasses. “The defendants didn’t show 
and the judge issued an order against them for their arrest. But that’s 
closed. ” She leaned and glanced at the clipboard hung on the wall. 
“And that was the last one. There’s nothing on the schedule now but 
identity-theft cases.” 

“Alright. Thanks, Carol.” 

She closed the book and walked it back down the way and returned. 

“You wouldn’t happen to have any idea where the publisher’s at¬ 
torney’s are?” 

“Oh, they disappeared a while ago. He’s been having to represent 
himself. ” 

“The publisher?” 

“Well, the guy who owns it. But his name’s PicoGraff, too. ” She 
closed the larger volume, turned, and reinserted it on the shelf. 

“And any idea where he’s at?” 

“No. Sorry, that’s not public information.” 

“Well, sorry to’ve bothered you. And... Sorry ’bout the mess. ” 

“Oh, don’t worry about it.” She reached back and pulled the 
scrunchy that held her hair in place, letting it fall onto her shoulders. 
“I’m walking out right now, anyway.” 

“Well... do you need a ride? ” 

“No, I’m fine.” She went down and came out from behind the 
counter. “Where’s Candi?” 
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“ Oh, she’s with my sister, visiting awhile. ” 

“I suppose that’s Drive in there.” 

“Yap.” 

She looked at the length of the barrel. 

“Does it shoot?” 

“Nope.” 

“Figures.” She stepped across scattered bricks. She shoved some of 
them out of the way with her foot in order to open the door. “Tell 
Candi hi for me. ” 

“Will do.” 

“if you want, I can ask Ellen if she knows anything. ” 

“I don’t wanna put you out.” 

“Oh, it’s no trouble. We’re walking out together.” She stepped 
into the doorway. “Meet you out front in five minutes.” 

“Alright.” 

She closed the door. 

Absolute ducked down into the tank, closed the hatch. “ Go round 
front.” 

Drive whistled as he threw the machine into reverse and they 
lurched down off the pile of bricks as they shifted under-tread. And 
he turned it, took it round the front of the building, and stopped at 
the front doors so Absolute could open the hatch and climb out. He 
sat there on the tank waiting, the vibrations of the motor carrying 
up through his hips, Drive humming to himself and shifting side to 
side in his seat, the engine idling. Finally, the pair emerged, Ellen 
carrying a flashlight. “Evening, Absolute.” 

“Evenin’.” 

Under pretense of seeing him better without trying to blind him, 
she let the flashlight beam rest on his shirtless torso. “You’re looking 
good tonight. ” She looked at the tank, casting the flashlight beam 
out over the length of the barrel. 

“Sorry to bother you,” Absolute said, “but I was wondering if 
you’d happen to know anything about the whereabouts of a man 
named PicoGraff?” 

“ Oh, yes. ” She let the light settle on him again. And she paused 
there, till Carol jogged her arm. “Hm? Oh. Yes, the president signed 
an order for him earlier.” 


384 




“An order? What kind of order?” 

“Well, technically that’s a state secret,” Ellen said. 

“Oh.” 

“ Oh, pooh, ” Carol said, and took the flashlight. “ He was given 
some kind of order to make it legal for him to raise a militia to go 
after anyone found assaulting the economic interests of businesses 
in the county. ” Carol flicked the light out along the length of the 
barrel. “You’ll probably find him over at the New Harbor Church, 
you know, the one up from the Exxon, out by the storage units up 
there, that started last week, in that old warehouse building. I heard 
they were going to have some sort of recruitment drive over there.” 

“Thanks.” 

“You don’t have to run off,” Ellen said. 

“Yes, he does,” Carol said. She shook her head. “Are yuns going 
to the movie later?” 

“Hadn’t thought about it.” 

“Well, we are,” Carol said. 

Ellen said, “Maybe we’ll see you there.” 

“Maybe we’ll see Candi there,” Carol said. 

“Maybe.” Absolute rose and moved toward the hatch, climbed in. 
“Thanks, again.” 

“Oh, it’s no trouble.” 

He waved and closed the hatch. Drive revved the engine, black 
smoke belching from the stack, the machine turning, churning 
asphalt with opposite-going tracks, the whole thing lurching forward 
as Drive jammed the other track into the advancing position, the 
tank off and gone across the parking lot. 

“You ever ridden in a tank?” Ellen said. 

“No.” 

“I think I’d like to try it sometime. ” 

“Uh huh.” They walked toward Carol’s car. “I doubt it’s the 
smoothest ride there is.” 

“Rough’s not so bad once in a while.” Ellen opened the car door. 
“ Let’s go by the store on the way and see if it’s still open. I’d like some 
popcorn. ” 



Meanwhile, out on the highway, Drive locked it into full speed in 
the straightaway beyond Mainstreet, blowing past and between the 
Lazy Whistle Pig and the gravel and sand loading area, the tracks 
churning to bits a cardboard sign that’d been left in the road, letters 
scattering into the grass on either side. 

“Speed limit,” Absolute said, as they entered the Helena town 
limits. And Drive grumbled and slowed, the tank going along at 
fifteen miles per hour for a tenth of a mile, till they hit the intersection 
across from the Huddle House, and he turned to go out over the 
bridge. On the point of the ridge high above and past that, the light 
streaming upwards over the edges of what remained of the world 
illuminated the raw side of the hill, the gaping maw of the gravel 
quarry, none of it visible through the narrow view slit afforded the 
driver. The engine roared as Drive jammed the gas and they took 
out over the bridge and started up the hill on the other side, passing 
storage centers and churches as they made their way along the three- 
quarters-of-a-mile stretch up to the top, past the motel and storage 
units. And Drive jammed to a stop the track on one side, making as 
hard a turn as the machine could, rumbling off the asphalt, tearing 
up the grass along the side of the road, tearing through a chain-link 
fence, and spitting parking-lot gravel in their wake, “just knock, ” 
Absolute called over the engine noise. 

“ If I’m gonna be hamstrung like this, ” Drive called over the sound 
of the engine, “ I don’t see why I bothered to come.” But he slowed, 
easing the tank forward till the end of the barrel touched the front 
double doors and knocked them both open. He stopped and reversed 
a few feet. “Happy?” 

“That’ll do.” Absolute climbed up and unfastened the hatch, 
climbed out on top of the tank, and dropped off the front. Light 
from inside the generator-driven church spilled through the open 
doorway and over him as he passed through and started up the aisle. 
He stopped halfway. A few faces, attached to nowhere near enough 
bodies to fill the corrugated metal building with its plastic steeple, 
turned toward him. “I’m looking for a man named Picograff. Any¬ 
one seen him?” He looked at the man standing beside the podium 
with a wireless stem mic in his hand. “Wouldn’t happen to be you, 
would it?” He walked toward the front of the church, noted a sizable 
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stack of copies of Still-Water Life As They Apply To A Slice of Lemon 
Pie. “I’m betting you are.” 

“And you would be?” 

“Not particularly important.” He turned and walked over to 
the stack of books and picked up one, opened it at random, flipped 
through it. “Mind if I ask you a few quick questions?” 

“The question and answer session isn’t until the end.” 

“ Oh. ” Absolute turned, book still in hand, looking down at it. 
“ Well, we’re probably pretty close to the end already. ” He idly turned 
a page. “You believe in what you print, Picograff?” 

Picograff looked out over the crowd. “ Of course, ” he said into the 
microphone. 

Absolute didn’t look up, but idly turned a page, closed the book, 
looked at the back cover. “One-fifty-two-ninety-nine. Steep price.” 
He opened it again, leafed through. “ Course, that’s the way textbooks 
are. When you’ve got a captive market, you can charge whatever you 
want. ” He closed the book again and turned it over, “just with the 
number of copies that I happen to know’re in existence,” that is, the 
ones sitting half-pulped from gunfire, “a book this size, this number 
of pages...” He flipped it open. “ This kind of paper, color printing. 
Perfect binding...” He closed it. “ In these quantities, I’d say it cost 
about... a dollar and a half to two dollars per, counting shipping. ” 
He still hadn’t looked up. “That’s a pretty good margin. ” 

“That might be a little overstated.” 

Absolute looked up at him. “Perhaps.” He returned the book to 
the pile. “I was figuring a little high in order to be conservative. It 
could be as much as half that.” 

Picograff didn’t reply. 

“Now, not that I’m against you making money in the least. No. 
It’s just that, well, if you believed it that much, I’d think you’d be 
a little more interested in spreading the word. But then again, you 
can’t do it at cost. No. I suppose you’re against communism, right?” 

“Of course,” Picograff said into the microphone. 

Absolute nodded. “So you can’t give it away because that’s, what, 
communism, or something like it. But if you sell it for this price, 
well, we’ve all gotta wonder if your believin’ more in what’s in it, 
or the price on the cover. ” Absolute turned. He started down the 
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aisle. He paused, turned. “ Creates a real bind, don’t it? In order to 
spread God, as if he were jam on toast, ” (he’d once read this phrase 
in a book and liked it, even though it meant nothing), “you have 
to make lots of money, because that proves God loves you and wants 
you to keep doing what you’re doing, but you’ve always also gotta 
prove you’re doing it for the one reason and not the other. ” Absolute 
turned and scratched the back of his neck. “Hm. Glad I don’t have 
to deal with it. ” And he continued down the aisle, toward the still 
rumbling tank, the sound of which’d reverberated through the inside 
of the metal building that whole time. And he stepped through the 
double doors and climbed up onto it, dropped through the hatch. In 
that time, none of the people seated inside’d moved, except to turn, 
again, toward the man at the front of the church, who stood still 
beside the podium with a wireless stem mic in his hand. 

“Is that it?” Drive called over the rumble of the motor. Of course, 
he’d been watching through the view slit, obviously, unable to hear 
anything but the intermix of the idling motor and «so, Doctor Frasier, 
exactly bow many calories is it that the brain has to burn when dealing 
with a real head-scratcher of a problem?» 

«Not as many as you might think. In fact, the brain’s quite devel¬ 
oped for quickly and efficiently dealing with these kinds of situations 
and problems. Evolution’s primed a lotta shortcuts into the human 
psyche.» 

« Thatfast?» 

«Not really. My research’s shown that many of the features go far 
back in the genetic line to the earliest species of proto-apes .» 

Absolute closed the hatch. 

« So you ’re tellin ’us that essentially the world ain’t that different.» 

«Well, just because the mental structures and techniques, the 
hardware-firmware interface, if you will, may’ve originally evolved 
quite a while ago, that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s still being used for 
exactly the same purposes. It’s much like any other aspect of the body 
in that regard.» 

« Well, now we’re confused .» 

« Yes, I’m afraid that happens sometimes, maybe especially to those 
of us who claim to study this stuff.» 

“Let’s go home.” 



«So we take it you’re saying, like, some people just won’t change 
their minds no matter what.» 

«No, it actually applies to pretty much e—» 

« Well, basically everybody .» 

Drive sighed, dropping his chin against his chest. “I don’t know 
why I bother. ” He jammed the machine into reverse. “ Go some¬ 
where.” He jammed a track into the forward position after they 
bounded through a ditch and hit the highway. “Have a tank. ” He 
jammed the other track into the forward position when they’d come 
about. “And don’t do nothin’.” He floored it. “I’VE GOTTA 
TANK,” he called over the noise. He adjusted his eye-patch. “I 
OUGHTA BE ALLOWED TO DO SOMETHING WITH IT. ” 

«I just wanna interject, if I may.» 

«Oh, go right ahead. We won’t mind.» 

«It’s just that we don’t wanna get the idea there’s some real world 
out there that all of our senses are somehow misrepresenting. I think 
that misses the picture.» 

«I never claimed anything like that.» 

«No, but I mean it could be easily interpreted that way.» 

«No, you have to assume there’s a basic truth out there, regardless 
of how the senses interpret it and convey that.» 

« That’s complete bullshit, you can only start with the model that 
developed from it, the nature of the sensory data itself can never be 
defined as originating from the same, let alone a structured source, 
so the only thing that you can work from is the nature of the models 
themselves. And maybe not even that.» 

« You wanna throw away the entire history of the scientific method.» 

«Science’s concern isn’t reality. It’s merely the focus on the gather¬ 
ing of a dataset.» 

«But that dataset has no point ifthere’s not a self-consistent universe 
beyond the senses.» 

«But the necessity for it doesn’t mean there is. So we can only do 
the best we can. And if it turns out not to be —» 

« Then there’d be no point to anything. And—» 

«And we just have to do our best and assume that it is till proven 
otherwise, at least then there’s a possibility of using the collected data 
for predictive purposes, whereas there’s none if we do nothing. And—» 
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«Okaaaay. We think we’re gonna let this one go back into the 
forums. No offense. Doctors, but it feels like we’re clogging up the 
airwaves here. Nice to haveyuns on.» 

«Alright. So the world hasn’t ended yet. We think.» 

«And if it hasn’t ended for yuh yet, give us a call if yuns want.» 

«However, we do wanna give everyone a warning, we’re experi¬ 
encing a heavy amount of interference for some reason.» 

«And if yuns just want the whole truth, we’re beginning to suspect 
we’re beingjammed.» 

«And right now we’re boosting power as much as we can, but the 
tanks are almost empty.» 

«And we’re gettin’ what we can out’a the trucks, but, well, as 
yuns can probably figure, even if yuns suck as badly at math as us, is 
that that ain’t gonna last forever, neither. So, well, we’ll do what we 
can. But if any of yuns out there’re still existin’ and yuns’ve still got 
internet and yuns wanna give us a call, well, yuns’d better hurry up 
about it. Andos we’ve been for, well, a long time now, this’s radio 
EFKO, staying with yuns, probably, hopefully, maybe, through the 
rest of what’s left of the end of the world.» 

“Can you turn that off?” Absolute said. 

“What? I can’a hear yuh?” 

Absolute shook his head and settled into the gunner position. 
“Let’s just get home.” 

“You never were any fun,” Drive called, as he peered through the 
view slit, “you know that? Always too frackin’ stodgy. ” They passed 
over the Helena bridge, shooting through the intersection, up the 
hill, up through where the road ran through blasted-out solid rock, 
bypassing the township, headed for the interstate. 

“Where’re you going?” 

“SHORT CUT,” Drive yelled over the motor, which vibrated his 
teeth the same way it was doing Absolute’s. “IT’S A TANK, AFTER 
ALL. MIGHT AS WELL TAKE ADVANTAGE OF IT. WHO WANTS 
TUH WASTE A PERFECTLY GOOD TANK?” 
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Of course, in the courtroom, they’d heard all the noise created from 
the tank crashing through one of the walls below, at least they’d 
registered it in someway, but what with all the shouting, there were 
more immediate concerns. 

“I TELL YOU I AM JUSTIN LREEMONT. ” 

August banged the gavel. The woman in handcuffs continued 
to yell and gesticulate. And August continued to bang the gavel. 
“SINCE YOU’RE NOT GOING TO EVEN TRY AND CLAIM ANY 
DEFENSE,” and August’s only choice was to try and yell over her, 
“I’M GONNA TAKE IT YOU’RE PLEADING GUILTY.” August 
banged the gavel. “AND I SENTENCE YOU TO FIVE YEARS IN 
PRISON FOR IDENTITY THEFT. DEPUTIES. ” August banged the 
gavel. “DEPUTIES, REMOVE THIS PERSON.” August banged the 
gavel. But no one came. Which, in more than just the ways it wouldn’t 
have been thought so, wasn’t a good thing, as August, besides pouring 
of sweat under his robes, his throat dry, eyes strained from trying to 
see by the dim illumination the lamp afforded, and having lost that 
case to that goddamn university attorney who’d successfully argued 
that the university consisted of its own socio-spatial identity and as 
such any use of non-military personnel for law enforcement without 
the express consent of the authorities of the socio-spatial identity in 
question, working in tandem with the law enforcement personnel 
of that socio-spatial identity, constituted an illegal act, and in effect, 
was the invasion of a separate and, therefore, by certain particularly 
circumscribed interpretations of certain definitions, a sovereign body 
which, legally speaking, the authorities of that body had a right to 
repel with any means that should be deemed necessary by those same 
authorities of said body, meaning that Mike’d walked out of court a 
free man. August continued to bang the gavel. “DEPUTIES. ” And 
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continued to bang the gavel. “DEPUTIES.” And continued to bang 
the gavel. “DEPUTIES!” 

And the audience, of course, just watched. 

Finally, August pushed up out of the seat and came down from 
behind the bench as the woman continued to yell. “I AM JUSTIN 
FREEMONT. I JUST HAPPENED TO WAKE UP LOOKING LIKE 
THIS.” But August ignored her and passed her and pushed open the 
double doors to go out into the hall. The other cases waited out 
there, sitting along the floor, their wrists ziptied together. Between 
them, the black-body-armored deputies lay slumped against the walls. 
“ GET UP! ” But of course, none of them did. And August turned and 
stormed back into the courtroom, passed the woman, turned, faced 
her. “I HEREBY ORDER YOU TO PRESENT YOURSELF FOR 
DETENTION.” 

“FUCK OFF.” 

“THAT’S AN ORDER. THIS IS THE LAW TALKING! ” 

Of course, anyone, or at least, a statistically higher proportion of 
those gathered in the courtroom, and that proportion itself wasn’t 
necessarily a reflection on the broader statistical proportions of what 
remained of the broader population, but that was only by degree, but 
the most of those who’d noted the change in tone and pitch of his 
voice over the past several hours, or days, or whatever time meant, 
had one part of their brain tell the interested slash anxious part that it 
was merely because he’d spoken so long his voice was getting strained, 
because things like that happened when a person spoke too long. 

“ I’M JUSTIN FREEMONT. ” 

“JUSTIN FREEMONT’S A MAN!” 

“NOT ANYMORE!” 

And it’s likely this exchange’d’ve continued in much the same 
fashion for quite sometime had someone not come running into the 
courtroom, shoving through the double doors, carrying a passen¬ 
ger side car door from a very reputable American company, yelling, 
“ IT’S IN THE CARS! ”, and then proceeding to raise the dissected car 
door over his head. He’d just come from the county’s reasonably new, 
temporary detainment facility, where they’d already put the inmates 
to work, which’s how they’d found what’d left him breathless and 
trying to yell as he hoisted the passenger side car door over his head 
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in the center aisle in the courtroom. “They...” And he struggled 
for breath, “...got this Muslim writing on the inside.” And sure 
enough, there was Arabic script on the inside of the frame, uncov¬ 
ered after all the bits and bobs and panels and fabric-covered pieces’d 
been removed. “And it’s on alot more ofem too.” Which almost 
everyone in the courtroom took to mean, therefore, that it must 
be in slash on all of them. This information connected with a, at 
the time, a small misunderstanding that’d circulated much earlier 
that, somehow, Muslim prayers were in some fashion like Buddhist 
prayers, that is, placed on physical objects, in the case of Buddhist 
prayers, or more specifically, Tibetan Buddhism, on scrolls that were 
design to be either turned by hand, or alternatively, by the wind or 
some other, non-human motivating force—and that the motivating 
force needed be non-human was another error in and of itself—but 
they needed to revolve, each revolution being equivalent to a sin¬ 
gle pronouncement of the prayer, indeed, at one point, when he’d 
existed, the Dalai Lama’d claimed that mechanical computer hard 
drives, the rotating platter kind, counted in this fashion, sending 
up prayers at a rate of 5600 to 7200, or in the case of some really 
high-end models, 12000, rpms, however, there was no major revi¬ 
sion of this statement following the widespread introduction of solid 
state disks, so this statement erroneously got applied to hard drives 
in general (the word ‘hard drive’ already having been generalized 
to cover all non-removable storage devices inside a computer), how¬ 
ever, the error remained that somehow this method of prayer was 
somehow related to Islam, even though Buddhism and Islam’d spent 
so much history fighting each other, which might’ve given pause 
to anyone that knew that, when they also heard about the former, 
but for most that’d heard it, anything that wasn’t their particular 
religion tended to be lumped together anyway, so it all came out the 
same, which was, of course, the root (or primal) error. However, there 
was a particular modification to this idea that’d happened during its 
transmittance, as was usual in the course of the extended game of tele¬ 
phone through the human thochtasphere which such thochts had to 
traverse and which was their naturally evolved environment (though, 
they really didn’t evolve in the sense that genes did, that was just yet 
another derived thocht for the conceptualization of a phenomena 
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of framework and a framework of phenomena, which in itself... etc) 
this particular alteration, or thochtic derivative being that, instead 
of just turning round in circles, Muslim prayers, for whatever reason, 
were just supposed to move, the details of the movement being unspec¬ 
ified, except for the fact that they weren’t restricted to, specifically, 
going in circles. And if at some point in the future, if this portion of 
what remained of reality could’ve formalized itself into something 
self-sustaining (though, given the broader which it had formerly con¬ 
stituted a part of had been incapable of such, by definition, such was, 
of course, impossible), it wouldn’t’ve been surprising if some future 
historians, in looking back, surmised that Islam and Buddhism’d 
been two branches of the same religion, having splintered over the 
point of which direction, in particular, a prayer had to travel. But in 
any regard, the reasoning of those in the audience went, more or less, 
and heavily generalizing, like this: Buddhist prayers get prayed by 
moving in circles, Muslim prayers get prayed by moving in straight 
lines (However, nascar might’ve been an exception to this), there¬ 
fore, by being in all the cars, they were all really praying Muslim 
prayers whenever they went somewhere. And as they didn’t pray their 
prayers all the time, they were being out-represented purely due to 
a type of mechanical automation. This, of course, had a profound 
series of consequences (depending on whose opinion was queried) for 
the psyches of almost all present. The first signs of this, however, were 
relatively mild, a slight uptick in blink rate, followed by an increased 
rate of respiration and light twitches. In a way, it was like the jerk 
of falling into the abyss that both signaled sleep and tried to stop it, 
thinking the body’d been falling when it really hadn’t, though with 
the way gravity was, and the lack of a planet anymore, or the rest of 
a universe, who could even be sure that wasn’t actually happening? 
After all, with no reference points, how would they’ve even known 
the patch of what remained extant of reality wasn’t moving in... any 
direction... or stationary? And before that... had then been... some 
kind of controlled fall? Not? But of course, even if it were absolutely 
stationary, that might present its own problems. Who could know? 

August’s respiration of course’d been long exasperated before any 
of this, and little of it directly had any impact on him, other than 
the general growing sense that something would have to be done 
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to keep order. Not that anything was unorderly yet, other than the 
man hoisting a passenger side car door over his head and the woman 
screaming in August’s ear. But instinctively, there was the sense that 
this was a horse of a different color. The audience, which’d so far sat 
passively, satisfied enough to have something to replace the spectacle 
of the tv sets that no longer had anything to receive, whether it be 
signal or power, most of them (the people) being of an older genera¬ 
tion, or two, and therefore the prime consumers of said medium in its 
stationary box form, they the ones being the generators (through the 
work of various presses of remote buttons) of aggregate consumptive 
data sets presented to product and service companies by the com¬ 
panies operating a select group of channels supported by and made 
profitable by rents paid on advertising slots that tended to showcase, 
in regards to this aggregate data set, back braces and copper-infused 
joint-pain-relieving clothing and performance-enhancing pills of 
one stripe or the other and electric stair-lift chairs and heated-seat 
walk-in mbs and electric scooters that folded in the trunks of cars, as 
well as advertisements for class-action lawsuits about bladder mesh 
and hip-and-knee replacement failures and drug addiction and Medi¬ 
care assistance hotlines and catheters, all of which Medicare or their 
insurance, or so they were informed, would’ve probably paid for most 
if not all of, all of these people (who some posters would argue were 
more accurately defined as postmodern individuals, if only be¬ 
cause everyone by this point was, and that the meaning of what, and if 
anyone, was human at this point had even long before the beginning 
of the end of the world come into question. Though, some argued 
that it was the very end that pushed everything past the postmodern 
condition and that, in the state of the end itself, was the only place 
true humanity could arise, as it had hitherto not existed. Though, 
most other posters, though there were fewer left, and many of them 
were technically former posters who interacted with these posts by 
remembering them, rather than actively looking at them, and thus 
engaging with them on screens, these posters and former posters re¬ 
garded such a position as merely someone’s inability to distinguish 
fantasy from reality. But for the ones who did still have access to a 
network-attached screen or braille device and were interacting ac¬ 
tively with these thochtic constructs in this way, the reply came that, 
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by definition, that when one reaches the end of the world, fantasy 
and reality become one in the same and null and void simultane¬ 
ously. One man, who didn’t post, being as he was too old to care, 
when a younger relative had transmitted orally the equivalent break¬ 
down of these posts, replied that the answer, of course, was always, 
and had always been, transubstantiation) but these POST-or-POST- 
POST-or-META-or -virtual modern individuals began rising 
from their seats, rising, as it were, into the ever-present moment that 
some argued had finally arrived, for once, preparing to surge in a way 
that, had news cameras still existed, someone’d’ve been sent down 
to record, some reporter standing at a safe distance to comment on 
the ongoings, maybe daring to get close enough to stretch out a mic 
for a tacit comment. Or, at the very least, a drone. Then, really, in 
some way, by entering such a state, many of them’d become part of 
potential life, and therefore potential Beings, for the first time, that 
is to state, they’d become invested with the potential to be interfaced 
with the media and the medium and therefore the lives they’d al¬ 
ways viewed through this medium and which’d been more real than 
their own, since their own had never been on the object round which 
their lives’d centered from childhood. Now they could truly go out 
as equals to the next generation, who’d so long selfified themselves 
into the medium of their own lives among the billion-billion-billion 
ever-growing peta and yottabytes that’d been housed in data centers 
that no longer existed. Because, surely, they would send the cameras. 

And of course, August, being of that same generation, realized 
this general mood, but being one of those in that small group who 
had themselves been actualized in that medium which’d formed the 
basis of the collective lives of those in their generation and time and 
place, that is to state, he’d been on tv once, when originally elected 
to the county commission, and a few other times after that, over 
the years, the bulk of it totaling just over thirty-seven seconds in 
runtime, and therefore, being somewhat desensitized to the heady 
influences of its initial realization, there was a moment for August 
to recognize that the audience’d evaporated in some sense, though 
not literally, yet. But everything was close enough. And along with 
the man hoisting the passenger side car door, they flowed out of the 
courtroom and into the halls. They went out in search of the cameras 
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that must’ve been nearby, the things that’d recorded and broadcast 
the world for the whole of their lives, which, it seemed, must’ve 
always’ve been everywhere. They sensed their general presence as 
finally on the verge of possibility in the world, to be broadcast to 
these objects of actualization, and hobbling on as-seen-on-TV canes 
and riding as-seen-on-TV electric scooters, they made their way down 
and out into the parking lot, finding themselves impeded by a bunch 
of ground-up asphalt which was too unstable underfoot and which 
the scooters’ small tires couldn’t overcome. 

August, of course, followed them out into the hall, trying to arrest 
their attention. After all, what was the point of the law if no one 
was watching? The black-body-armored deputies remained slumped 
against the walls, though everyone that’d sat between them with their 
ziptie-bound wrists in front or behind them’d gone. And as August 
stood there, the defendant in the current case pushed through the 
double doors, her own wrists still ziptied in front of her, and passed 
him and went down the hallway, leaving August standing there in the 
semidarkness, the only light that which came through the windows 
at the end of the hall, the light streaming upwards along the edges of 
what remained of the world. And after a moment or two, he walked 
along the hall, between the listless black-body-armor-clad deputies, 
and came to the window, looking down at the parking lot, down at 
where those below’d found themselves trapped in the fragmentary 
remnants of a world that’d been built for the automobile, but in 
which they could no longer operate such instruments without fear 
they were pissing off God. Now, slowly, under the realization of this, 
beneath the lack of on-looking cameras, their sense of themselves 
collapsed, they being so welded to an identity that was itself welded 
to the notion of the automobile, and cut off from that, to paraphrase, 
I drive, therefore I am, they found themselves not. Or that is to state, 
everything being as unstable as it was, and having found themselves 
ever presently devoid of so much as a single tv news camera, separated 
from their automobiles due to the previous ways in which they’d im¬ 
plicitly factored into their own sense of their religion, even if it’d 
never been expressly articulated, in conflict with, now, as it’d been 
revealed, by the very fact of their operation, seemingly, supposedly, 
apparently, actually undermining the whole of the cosmology into 
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which they’d been integrated, these owners and operators, now, effec¬ 
tively and actually became nonexistent. Though, a few, however, still 
remained, those who happened also to define themselves, essentially, 
to paraphrase, in terms of I conceal carry, therefore I am, who stood 
there touching the firearms they were licensed to keep in holsters 
clipped into the inside of their jeans and beneath their shirts and 
around their ankles, and therefore managed to anchor their own 
existence with, at least temporarily. So in one respect, it was only luck 
that one of the county commissioners owned a gun shop and had 
argued conclusively that the Second Amendment (even though the 
Constitution—new or old—didn’t technically exist anymore, except 
as a poster in the library and in the two copies of a collection of Amer¬ 
ican founding documents housed there) but that the second amend¬ 
ment had to be applicable in the courtroom or that it, fundamentally, 
couldn’t be applicable anywhere else, because, after all, wasn’t this the 
very seat of the government’s use of force that that same amendment 
was supposed to protect against? On such matters, SuperCocaine88 had 
put it: “[Everything] must exist by some NON-POSITIVE DEFINI¬ 
TION.” The term positive definition, however, as with terms such 
as positive reinforcement, had long been subjected to alternate 
modes of interpretation that invoked a moralist air. However, the 
deployment of such a term was not meant to indicate that the poster 
felt, believed, or reasoned (to the extent the poster was aware of such, 
but this itself was left unconceptualized, as tended to be necessitated 
by the various evolved anti-infinite-recursive protection systems of 
the brain) that there was anything egregious in the way in which 
those who no longer existed had anchored their existence, nor was it, 
necessarily, to state anything in regards to those who still existed and 
the way in which they anchored their existence. (Though, the poster 
wouldn’t’ve known and couldn’t’ve known and didn’t know about 
these specific cases and was posting such conceptualizations from the 
vantage point of the general and the hypothetical.) However, the 
poster didn’t go on to further clarify this statement before logging off. 
However, if the poster had completed such a definition, it’d’ve gone 
like this: nothing can exist defined solely by a positive definition. 
This, then, would’ve required further definition. But the problem was 
such heaping of positive and non-positive definitions could’ve 
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gone on, effectively, forever, had there been that much time left for 
what remained of the universe, and SuperCocaine88 preferred, in¬ 
stead, to employ his new equipment, after all, the only reason he’d 
posted so profusely lately was because she’d (when she’d been so) spent 
so much time in bed with a fever, typing between vomiting sessions, 
only recently able to appreciate the interestingness of the circum¬ 
stances that allowed the new him to finally figure out why men were 
so obsessed with their penises, now that he had one of his own. So 
what remained of the internet, which wasn’t much, by this point, 
even by its own standards, recorded only the aforementioned state¬ 
ment. But it can be reasoned that anything lacking a non-positive 
definition, in accordance with the aforementioned premise, that 
such a thing must cease to exist when such a definition were removed. 
However, whether something could truly exist without such from 
the beginning (whatever that might mean) was another matter and 
required further extrapolation, but, already, the limits of available 
thermal headroom had almost been reached. It might be thought 
or suggested that a positive definition would be enough to sus¬ 
tain it. As such, in the case of those recently nonexistent, while 
not having physical access to any tv cameras, were not physically 
deprived of their motor vehicles in the sense of such’s physical exis¬ 
tence or lack thereof, and thereby seemingly had no reason not to 
still provide themselves with a definition much the same as those 
currently caressing their firearms. However, and the phrase I drive, 
therefore I am can be misunderstood here, being deprived of their 
vehicles, though they appeared to remain in physical existence, the 
psychological distancing, the impossibility of operating them with¬ 
out violating the basic way in which they intersected their owners 
own religiosity, effectively rendered them so, or so SuperCocaine88 
would’ve pointed out had he been online. What he’d’ve gone on to 
post, had he known anything about this situation, was that a phrase 
such as I drive, therefore I am had to be considered in terms of what 
it was hiding, that is to state, the alternate content of the message, 
which, in this case, was I don’t walk, therefore I am. Viewed in this 
way, the implications should be obvious, that is, those now nonexis¬ 
tent had been deprived of their final non-positive definition. And 
it wasn’t, as SuperCocaine88 would’ve pointed out, necessarily that 
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the term non-positive definition should’ve been taken to mean 
something negative, but merely as a definition that defined by its 
absence, in the sense of the clarifying phrase I don’t walk, therefore I 
am. This was one reason many of those who sat on as-seen- tv scoot¬ 
ers still remained extant. However, none of these explanations’d’ve 
meant anything to those already having become nonexistent. And 
to the extent that those in the parking lot remained extant, these 
explanations, rather than having a palliative use, would’ve caused 
many of them to lose hold of what few non-positive definitions 
of themselves remained. So in that respect, it was a good thing, at least 
from a certain perspective of those struggling to remain extant, that 
the courthouse’s power’d failed, thereby rendering the WiFi access 
point inoperable, and cutting them off from any communications 
that might’ve contained any information related to this topic, even 
though there was scant little of it in regards to these topics, but some¬ 
times a little goes a long way. And while they depended on phones 
to no lesser a degree than those subsequent generations whom they 
decried for excessive use of such, the important point was that almost 
nothing about them related to their owners’ own non-positive 
definitions of themselves, for the most part, that is to state, here, 
memories of phones that had had cords and which plugged into walls 
provided contrast even for that which no longer existed, a contrast 
that could not exist when the entirety of one’s experience was in effect 
a thochtic monoculture, and which could supply the fundamental 
non-positive definition which could offhandedly and colloquially 
be referred to as look what those stupid kids don’t know these days, 
and in some ways the loss even spurred and rejuvenated such a non¬ 
positive definition through the arising of yet another perceived 
situation in which such colloquial phrasings could be offhandedly 
employed or deployed, so the loss of such devices for any greater com¬ 
munication had nowhere near the evaporative effects that’d occurred 
in certain other segments of the county following the slow, and in 
some cases not so slow, degradation and collapse of what remained of 
the internet, that is excepting the News watchers, who had, for the 
most part, long before de-instantiated. 

So all in all, it was a better thing for everyone that SuperCocaine88, 
he included, had become un-sick enough to be interested enough in 
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finding out what, exactly, the male orgasm felt like. Though, at the 
time, this caused some trepidation and worry on his part as to how it 
would compare to his prior female orgasms, which impeded perfor¬ 
mance, somewhat, at the beginning. But such was to be expected. 

Finally, August, still in possession of a personal set of non-positive 
definitions, turned away and went back down the darkened hallway, 
anchored, at least in part, by the presence of the newness of his own 
body, August’s own unfamiliarity with it, the way it operated against 
the expectations August’d accumulated over a lifetime in another. 
August’d thought at least that it’d’ve come to a head differently, more 
ironically, the robe somehow ripped off in the midst of the court¬ 
room, revealing everything beneath and not, the hypocrisy of the 
whole situation. August walked down the hall, still in that robe, the 
thing billowing over everything it covered as sweat-damp underwear 
continued to bunch in new and perplexing ways. In short, it could be 
stated August was because August wasn’t what August had been. 



“ It’s all your fault for having a birthday so near the end of the world, ” 
Fredricka said. She sipped her punch. “All the parties get rolled into 

“ That, ” Clive said, then sipped some beer from a plastic cup before 
continuing, “is what my mother told me about Christmas.” He 
laughed. “For years I used to think children were supposed to get 
clowns on their birthdays, and I got a clown in a big red suit and a 
beard on mine.” He sipped his beer and shook his head. “Terrifying 
things.” 

“Santa Claus or clowns?” 

“ All of the above. ” Clive sipped his beer. “ And all the other things 
that constitute the world.” 

Langdon said, “I still have to disagree on that part.” 

“Of course you do,” Fredricka said. She sipped her punch. “But 
I’m going to say you’re both wrong. ” She sipped her punch as they 
both looked at her. “There is neither no such thing as fantasy and 
reality,” she sipped her punch, “nor is everything real a fantasy,” she 
sipped her punch. “ It’s fantasy that’s reality. ” Neither replied to this. 
She laughed. 

Onstage, Red Death Highway played something called Lucy on the 
Air with Eliza while everyone milled round conversing and drinking 
and eating fish fingers with their own fingers (which isn’t to state 
they were also eating their own fingers, though that was true in some 
small sense, in the sense that they were at any given time ingesting 
various cellular particles of themselves whenever they ate anything). 

“I’ll tell you,” Clive said, “I always wanted to do one taking off 
from The Sandpiper.” 

Langdon sipped his punch. “Starting off from the question about 
angel genitalia?” 
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Clive pointed with the index finger on the hand he held his cup 
with as he sipped. “Exactly.” 

“I know Elizabeth Taylor’s in that one,” Fredricka said, “but 
that’s about it.” 

“I never particularly liked Elizabeth Taylor movies,” Clive said. 
He sipped his beer. “ But that one...” 

Langdon said, “it has interesting problems.” 

Clive pointed with the index finger on the hand that he held his 
cup with. “Exactly.” 

Langdon sipped his punch. “I have to admit, I’ve only ever been 
able to really love movies that have at least one egregious flaw. ” 

Clive nodded. 

“ And what, ” Fredricka said, between sips, “ is the egregious flaw 
in The Sandpiper?” 

Langdon and Clive looked at each other, judging through eye con¬ 
tact which would start. Clive said, “There’s a scene partway through, 
where the main characters are at a kind of restaurant slash club,” he 
sipped his beer, “and one of the other characters—” 

“ One of the main characters is a reverend slowly approaching 
having an affair with Elizabeth Taylor’s character. ” 

“Right. ” Clive nodded as he sipped. “And one of the other char¬ 
acters, played by...” 

“Charles Bronson.” 

“Right.” 

“From The Great Escape?” 

“Yes.” 

Clive nodded as he sipped his beer. “Anyway, Bronson’s character, 
in this very flippant fashion, uses these two women he’s sitting with 
his arms around, saying that one says angels have genitalia, while the 
other says they don’t, so he asks the reverend, who I can’t remember 
who played.” 

“ Richard Burton. ” 

“Yeah, I never can remember his name. But,” Clive motioned 
with one hand as he raised the plastic cup to his mouth with the other, 
“but, the reverend basically comes back with this statement literally 
and metaphorically calling him an ass. ” 

“It sounds funny.” 
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“Well, it kind of is. ” 

“But it’s avoiding the more interesting thing,” Langdon said. 

Clive nodded. “It’s a cheap shot.” 

Fredricka sipped her punch. “How so?” 

Clive sipped his beer. “Because this is one of the few questions that 
the Bible is quite explicit on.” 

“Oh?” 

“ Genesis six four, ” Langdon said. He sipped his punch. “ A group 
of angels come down, see a bunch of gorgeous women, can’t resist 
having sex with them, and they end up having children.” 

“Charming.” 

“Then,” Clive said, “God wipes them all from the face of the 
Earth. ” 

“As I said,” she sipped her punch, “charming.” 

Clive smiled and laughed. “I could have made a whole four-hour 
movie from that scene.” 

“Do they last that long?” she said, “the people that watch them, 
that is. ” 

Clive laughed. “After the fifteen minute mark, you can put what¬ 
ever you want and it doesn’t matter. Especially since the invention of 
fast forward and rewind.” He sipped his beer. “I always tried to tell 
David that. But he just instinctively wants to open by slapping people 
in the face with a dead fish. But then again, he is the artist of the two 
of us. ” 

“I think,” Fredricka said, “you’re being just a little ingenuous.” 

Clive shrugged, but smiled. “ You know the other thing I’ve wanted 
to do the last couple of years? ” He sipped his beer. “ Something, maybe 
a takeoff on that Hollywood blacklist film that came out a few years 
back, but set it in the porn industry, so I could make the San Fernando 
Valley both the hero and the villain of the same movie. ” 

Langdon shook his head as he sipped his punch. Which was spiked. 
“It wouldn’t work.” 

Clive sipped his beer. “That’s what David says, too.” He shook his 
head. “But I just think he tells me that because he knows it’ll make 
me want to do it even more.” He smiled. “So why do you think it 
won’t work?” 

“Because,” Langdon sipped his punch, “the porn industry’s never 
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really been mythologized as the hero of anything,” he sipped his 
punch, “not like Hollywood. The porn industry’s always been Holly¬ 
wood’s dark double, the thing we can be disgusted about for doing 
the same things Hollywood’s always doing, forcing female actors to 
have sex to advance their career, making money off people’s bodies, 
purveying obvious fantasy, and so on. ” 

“As opposed to non-obvious fantasy,” Fredricka said. 

Langdon sipped his punch. 

“I still think it might be possible,” Clive said. He sipped his beer. 
“Even if it might be impossible.” 

“Too bad you won’t get time to make it.” 

Clive shrugged. “You never know.” He sipped his beer. “Maybe 
I’ll throw something together like a Greek play,” he sipped his beer, 
“have everything important happen offstage.” 

Langdon laughed. 

“ Or maybe something about a guy filming the idea of filming the 
making of the filming of the filming of the making of a porno. ” 

“Mister Amerika?” 

Clive turned. A sheepish young woman smiled. “I’m sorry to in¬ 
terrupt. ” She cleared her throat, extended a dvd case and a pen. “ But 
could I get your autograph?” He took the silver Sharpie in his free 
hand and offered her the beer cup, took the dvd case when she’d ac¬ 
cepted it (the beer, that is) and he (Clive) jotted across it (the dvd case). 

“There you go.” He offered both in return and took back his cup. 

“ Thank you. ” She cleared her throat. “Would you mind if I asked 
you a question?” 

“Shoot.” 

“Well...I was just wondering, in your version of Lifeforce, did 
you particularly set up the woman-on-woman shots to comment on 
how the British censorship issues of the time of the original didn’t 
allow them to show that kind of thing, but could show heterosexual 
sexuality? that is, the way the heterosexual shots’re abbreviated in 
comparison to the lesbian ones.” 

“That’s not a bad idea. It sounds like you could be on the right 
track.” 

The young woman smiled and turned away and crossed the basket¬ 
ball court to talk excitedly with someone near the stage. 
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“I always feel mean,” Clive said, when he turned, again, toward 
Langdon and Fredricka, “when I say things like that. But I’ve never 
figured out what else to say when people ask me things like that. ” He 
sipped his beer. “And everyone always looks like they’re either angry 
or disappointed if I say I don’t know.” 

“So you didn’t construct the shot to make some statement on 
historic British media censorship?” Fredricka said, and she produced 
a slight smile. 

“More like I wanted to do something based on that movie, Lexi 
Starr was available and looked a hell of alot like Mathilda May, but 
she’s a lesbian, so I worked around it. ” 

“You know,” Langdon said, “I once coauthored a paper on the 
history of culturally definitive vampire cinema and how the high¬ 
est points happen to coincide, Lugosi and May, and such, with ac¬ 
tors that couldn’t actually speak English at the time they took their 
career-defining roles, so they had to perform their roles phoneti¬ 
cally. ” 

“ Mister Amerika. ” 

Clive turned. 

A young woman smiled. “Would it be alright if we got a picture 
ofyou?” 

“Fine.” 

She smiled more. “ Great. We just wanted to get everybody right 
over there. ” She pointed over to where they’d rolled the tv cart down 
off the stage and set the old coax security camera atop it and people 
where laughing and making faces and laughing at themselves as they 
appeared on the screen. 

Clive nodded, looked over his shoulder. “ If you’ll excuse me. Duty 
calls.” And he followed the young woman across the room. 

“You wrote a paper,” Fredricka said into her punch. 

“I did.” 

“Happy birthday.” Anime smiled as she stepped toward them, her 
arm wrapped round Lewis’s 

“You already said that,” Langdon said, but he smiled too. 

“Oh. Well, it doesn’t hurt to get a few extra.” And she must’ve 
noted his just-a-little-too-long glance at Lewis, because she said, “I 
let him borrow some of your clothes. He needed to change. ” She 
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glanced over and looked him (Lewis) up and down, “it’s not like he 
can wear that uniform all the time.” 

“Have you had any of the punch yet?” Fredricka said. 

“No, I haven’t. ” She glanced over her shoulder. And she tugged 
Lewis’s arm, and they walked off that way. 

Langdon sipped his punch, looked idly across the room. “Gah.” 

“What’s the matter?” 

“Now, I remember what I was going to say. I was going to 
compliment him on his implicit critique of the sixties version 
of Twenty-Thousand Leagues Under The Sea and how after that 
everyone thought Verne was some kind of oracle that foresaw 
nuclear-powered submarines. ” 

“Well, I’m sure you’ll get the chance. ” She, too, looked idly across 
the former basketball court as she sipped her punch. 

“ Oh, and foregrounding the blatant incest subtext in Armageddon 
An Ex-Ex-Ex Parody. ” 

“How can you have blatant subtext?” 

“ Or making it actually’ve been a game at the end of Life Is Beauti¬ 
ful An Ex-Ex-Ex Parody. ” 

“Sometimes I scare myself with the degree to which I can predict 
your obsessiveness. ” She sipped her punch. “ That’s why I was selective 
about which tapes I made him give you. Otherwise we’d’ve found 
your desiccated corpse sitting staring wide eyed at a TV.” 

“And using—” Someone bumped into him from behind 

“ Sorry...” She went on by. 

“... as a metaphor for lesbians. ” He looked down to see if any of 
his punch’d spilled on the floor. 

“Remind me, again,” Fredricka said, “why it is men have such an 
interest in what they’re by definition excluded from?” 

“I think it’s a purity thing. That’s the common thing you always 
hear from straight people who construct same-sex fantasies, whether 
it’s straight men via lesbians or straight women via gay men. Tech¬ 
nically, women do produce and consume more gay-ish associative 
non-homosexually consumptive iconography, might be the better 
term, porn than any other group. ” 

“No, I did not know that. I haven’t gotten round to personally 
having any of those experiences yet. ” 




“ If you don’t mind me asking, are things... that different? ” 

“I don’t know.” She sipped her punch and looked down at herself. 
“Breasts are weird. They’re like balls, you don’t notice them unless 
something really good or something really uncomfortable’s happen¬ 
ing to them.” She tilted back her head and drained the last of her 
punch. “The rest I’ve only preliminarily tried out. I figured you’d 
help with that.” 

“ So... not to be intrusive...” 

“ Oh, you’re going to be anyway. ” 

“So is there anything else about it you might define as weird? Tak¬ 
ing into account the linguistic—” 

“Not really.” She looked down at herself. “I was always rather am¬ 
bivalent about my body, anyway.” She looked at him. “Something 
wrong?” 

“No.” 

“You’ve got that look.” 

“What look?” 

“ That asking-yourself-a-question-and-trying-to-get-an-answer- 
yourself-when-the-person-you-should-be-asking-is-right-there 
look that you always get.” 

“Well, I was just thinking, since I’ve heard Fred used in the gender 
neutral sense before, and it could be short for either Frederick or 
Fredricka, I was wondering if it’d be alright if I just kept calling you 
that. ” 

“That’ll be acceptable.” She offered him her cup. “Since we’re 
trying out new roles and all, why don’t you get me a glass of punch. ” 

He accepted her cup. “Have I ever mentioned my hypothesis about 
the nature of negative stereotypes?” 

“Yap.” 

“Oh.” He stood there holding the plastic cup. 

“ Since it’s never come up before...” 

Langdon glanced at her. 

“I might as well ask.” She looked at him. “Are you any better in 
bed with women than men?” 

“I never asked.” 

“That figures. ” She looked over the crowd, toward the stage. The 
band’d started to play something lower key. “Let’s dance. ” 
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“What?” 

She turned and took the cups from him and set them on a folding 
chair. “Let’s dance.” She grasped his hand. 

“You know I’m not very good at this sorta thing. ” 

“You don’t have to be very good. ” She stepped close to him. “Just 
don’t grab my ass. ” She put her arm round him. 

They moved slowly. And in the background, the band played on. 
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“Typical woman,” he said, after he’d pulled his mouth from hers, 
“never care if you’re late.” 

Angela grabbed the back of his head. “Nope.” She still had her 
boots on. “ In fact...” She kissed him, pulled away. “Why don’t we 
just skip that part altogether?” 

They stood there breathing in each other’s faces. 

He swallowed. “Alright.” 

She glanced down. “ You know, ” she said, and glanced up, “ I think 
I consider this shirt expendable.” 

“Sure?” 

“Yap.” 

He pushed her back, back so she tripped and fell backwards over 
the arm of the couch. And he pulled the tail of her t-shirt from her 
pants and ripped it, ripped it in a jagged line up the middle so the 
ragged edges flapped against either side of her chest and stomach. 
“Bra, too?” 

“Why’re you even asking?” 
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« Well, some more of what’s left of the internet must’ve gone down, 
because we haven’t heard anything back from FolioBlizzardWizard, 
and the forums’re looking kind of dead, so since it doesn’t look like 
there’s gonna be an answer in a reasonable amount of time, we’ll just 
leave you with the question—how else do you explain that people can fall 
in love with and lust after cartoon characters? How do you, indeed?» 

« Well, if any ofyuns’re still out there to listen, yuh can give us a— 
and thank yuh very much. You’re on the air. What do you wanna say 
before the world ends?» 

«Hi. I’m Tyler .» 

«Well, happy end of the world to yuh, Tyler .» 

«Okay. Well, I just wanted to say that I think those toys that come 
with those fast food meals, the characters, I think they’re designed to 
inculcate children in a certain form of libertarian ideology .» 

«Ooookay. And how’s that?» 

« Well, they got that one character, you know, the green one, the 
Cheeseburgler, that’s always running round trying to steal people’s 
cheeseburgers.» 

«Ooookay.» 

«And it’s like the joke, you know, a capitalist sits down at a table 
with a unionist and a worker, and there’s a box of a dozen donuts 
on the table, and the capitalist reaches over and takes eleven, and he 
leans toward the worker and whispers, you’d better watch that guy, I 
think he’s trying to take your doughnut .» 

«Oooookay. Sorry, Tyler, but we don’t follow.» 

«It’s exactly like that, except the cartoon character and toy inculcate 
children with the idea that someone out there’s going to take away their 
cheeseburger and that they need to rely on a strong neoconservative 
libertarian policy in order to thwart it.» 
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«Ooooookay. Well, thanks for that, Tyler .» 

“Fun ahead,” Drive called over the sound of the motor. 

“What?” 

“Few more of em’s congregated.” He peered through the viewport. 

“Slowdown.” 

“Oh, come on.” 

“Otherwise I’ll tell Candi.” 

Drive grumbled, but cut the speed, finally coming to a stop. And 
Absolute climbed out of the gunner seat and opened the hatch. “This 
thing got headlights?” It seemed an awful long while to’ve gone 
without asking that. 

“Course.” 

“Well, turn’m on.” 

Drive flicked a switch, a single light illuminating those gathered 
outside the gate. Absolute climbed out of the tank and stood along¬ 
side the turret. It wasn’t hard to recognize what they’d wanted. The 
problem was they might get it. “I’d suggest you all go home,” Abso¬ 
lute called. But they didn’t respond. “Look,” he said, “you’ve got two 
choices, maybe more, but those’re the only ones I know of. You can 
find someone to blame for the world ending, but that means you’ll 
have to admit it’s ending. So which do you wanna do?” This time, 
after a few prolonged moments, the crowd, silent, parted round the 
tank, walking down the road to where their cars’d been left parked in 
the grass. (Since so few’d remained after the events at the courthouse, 
and with what was left of the internet being in the state it was, word 
hadn’t gotten completely round yet.) 

“Can I chase em?” Drive yelled up. 

“No.” 

“I didn’t say I’d do anything more than that.” 

“No.” 

The gate’d slowly started to open, by then. 

“Well, if yuh don’t need me no more,” Drive yelled, “I’m gonna 
bugger out.” 

“Where to?” 

“Somewhere interesting.” 

Absolute climbed off the tank. 

And while Drive reversed the tank, turned it, churning sod, another 
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vehicle eased up the road, carefully passed. Carol rolled down the 
window, “it looks like we got here just in time. ” 

Ellen looked through the windows on her side, at the tank as it 
started off across a field. “Where’s he going?” She turned and looked 
across Carol and through the rolled-down window at Absolute. “ Isn’t 
he going to stay for the movie? ” 

“ More interesting things to do, I reckon. ” He stepped aside to allow 
them to drive through the finally open gate. And he followed them 
in afoot, gravel crunching with each step, the gate closing slowly, but 
silently, behind him. Even when it’d been first laid, the driveway’d 
been what most might’ve called over-long, even considering the size 
of the house, though the drive was longer in every dimension than the 
one that ran up to the Biltmore House, so it had that going for it. But 
he didn’t notice the distance. And by the time he’d reached the house, 
partly due to the relative increase in relativity, Carol and Ellen were 
only then just climbing out of the car, anyway. They carried large 
clear-plastic bags of popcorn half the size of their respective bodies, 
the one pinning it against her stomach, the other carrying it over her 
shoulder as if it’d been a sack of very light potatoes. “All ready, I see.” 

“Well,” Ellen said, “we didn’t know how long it was going to be. 
So we thought we’d better be prepared. ” She looked over her shoulder. 
“So we just go through there?” 

“I reckon.” He mounted the steps and vaguely pointed. “I think 
there should be some signs, or something.” 

“Well,” Ellen said, “ifwe get lost, I guess someone’ll just have to 
come find us. ” 

Ellen smiled, Carol ahold of her arm and pulling her along as 
much as guiding her, as they passed him up the steps, “You’re looking 
good.” She carried her bag of popcorn through the wrought-iron 
doors as Candi held them open. And when they’d passed through, she 
(Candi) started down the steps. 

She said, “You’re looking good.” Of course, she was used to looking 
at him, so the effect was different, not less, just different. “Here. Hold 
out your hand.” He did. “The rest of your shirt. I figured you’d want 
it back. ” 

“Yeah.” He looked down at the bloodstained scraps, then glanced 
at her arm. “I guess I’d better go get something on. ” 
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“Why bother?” She intertwined her arm with his. “Besides, you’re 
looking so good.” She laughed. 

“Where’s Amirah?” 

“ Oh, they went off. Down to the river, I think. ” 

He glanced across the lawn and toward the gate far in the distance. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“I just sent a potentially angry mob back that way. ” 

“Oh, them.” She shook her head. “Don’t worry about it.” 

“But what if something happens?” 

“What’s gonna happen?” She turned, pulling him round with her, 
starting up the steps, “i’ll tell you what’s gonna happen, the same 
thing that always happens, they’re gonna be standing there worrying 
about if they should be more afraid of the one with long hair in jeans 
and army boots, or the one with short hair in the pink gown and army 
boots, instead of being terrified of the mother, which they should 
righteously be, that’s what’s probably gonna happen, because that’s 
always what happens. So why worry? Because I’ll tell you why,” she 
pushed open the wrought-iron door, “because it’s what you’re built 
for...among other things,” and she pushed open the oak paneled 
doors that led to the inner hall. Displaced traffic signs’d been propped 
in chairs lining the hallway, especially at the end, to guide visitors. 
“And you’re just going to go on that way, so there’s no reason for me 
to try and tell you otherwise. ” 

“I guess.” He looked round as they walked. “Where’s Ego?” 

“She’s gone up to help Interference.” 

“And Primary?” 

“I don’t know. She’s round. Why?” 

“You said it yourself, I worry.” 

“ Don’t ask bout me, ” Reciprocal said. She still sat there at the foot 
of the main stairs, same as when Candi’d come in still bleeding. 

“How are you doing?” Absolute said. 

Reciprocal shrugged. 

“Do—” 

“Just get upstairs.” 

“Yeah,” Candi said. Still ahold of his arm, she turned up the main 
stairs and took him with her. 

“Where’re we going?” 
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“Now, you should know enough to know that.” 

Below, Reciprocal leaned back, resting her elbows and the back of 
her head on the steps. 
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« Gawd, we hope this isn’t another robo-caller, can yuns out there, if 
any of yuns still exist, that is, can any of yuns out there that still exist 
believe that robo-callers ’re still a thing, even at the freakin ’ end of the 
world? Really, what’s the end of the world coming to? Nobody can’t not 
get away from em. Hello. This’s what’s left of radio EFKO, and you ’re 
on the air. What do yuh wanna say before the world finishes ending? » 

«Hi, my name’s Carmine, that’s with an e on the end, not Carmin 
without an e.» 

«And what do yuh wanna say. Carmine with an e?» 

«I just wanted to mention that I’m over at the roads for that third 
overpass, you know, out at Bancy Gap.» 

«Well, alright.» 

«And I’ve currently commandeered one of the cranes they’ve been 
using out here to set the steel in place.» 

«Ooookay.» 

«And I’m currently standing under a hoistedpiano.» 

« Uuuuuuuh huuuuuh. And why’s that?» 

«I’m out here to protest and illustrate not only the futility but the 
harmful effects of trying to scare children in regards to things such as 
sexting, among other types of sexual expressions 

«Aaaaaaand this’s connected with a piano how? You’ll have to 
forgive us, our brains don’t work half the times 

«It’s a metaphor for the stupidity and idiocy of the whole things 

«Oooookay. And how’s this supposed to help?» 

«By calling attention to the fact that by doing this kind of thing, 
parents and broader society actually perpetuate the very behavior they 
say they’re against by continuing to create a society where people have 
to fear proof getting out that they have had sex, which allows things 
like sex cults to continue to abuse their members by demanding that 
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they provide them with explicit images which they can then threaten 
to release should those members attempt to leave or expose the cult. 
If society didn’t create the conditions under which this information 
was shameful and damaging, especially to women, then these kinds of 
things wouldn’t happen.» 

« Well, it’s not as if we’re going to try and argue with you, it’s just 
...a piano? Sorry, no, we still can’t wrap our heads round it. But 
we wish you good luck anyway. Hello. You still there. Carmine? ... 
We apparently lost her. You don’t think...» 

«Didn’t hear nothin.» 

«Well...» 

« What’s afallin piano sound like, yuh think ?» 

« Don’t know.» 

« Shucks, we should’ve asked what kind of piano. Grand piano? 
That’d probably be the most appropriate, at least, the most aesthet¬ 
ically pleasing. Maybe a bit too cartoonish, though, we don’t know. 
But thanks for that Carmine with an e. Anyway, you’re on the air. 
Whatchayuh wanna say before the end of the world?» 

«Uh,yeah, hi. My name’s...Steven.» 

«Hello, Steven.» 

«And I.. .just wanted to say... what’s everybody’s problem?» 

«Yuh got us there.» 

«I mean, why’s everyone wanna make such a big deal about the last 
couple presidents, former presidents, whatever, why do they wanna 
make such a big deal about them having slept with porn stars? Ain’t 
everybody got at least one porn star they’d like to sleep with?» 

«And who’syours?» 

«Well...» 

« 0 h, there’s no need to be shy. Heck, there probably ain’t anyone 
out there to even listen. Well, probably not, anyway. Maybe. Who 
knows?» 

«I guess... Veronica Lace .» 

«Nota bad choice. Yunsknow... Hello? Heeeeello? Well, folks, 
either he hung up, or he’s just stopped existing, or something else we 
completely don’t know about’s happened. Well, in any regard, thank 
yuh for that, Steven. Though, now that we think about it, we’re 
getting some mental images we’d’ve rather not had in our brains. 
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Luckily, we have a print of an industrial-grade drum of concentrated 
mind bleach taped here on the wall. Hey, yuh have to invest in these 
kinds of things when yuns’re in this racket. Now, we knows what’s 
left of the internet ain’t completely gone, because a few ofyuns out 
there ’re still posting, and... Our bad, that was just a bot. Never mind. 
So’s there anybody left out there? You know we — Yes, hello. You’re on 
the air. What do yuh wanna say before the end of the world ?» 

»Have you ever wondered what it would mean for your loved ones 
if you died with insufficient money to pay for an acceptable funeral?« 

«No.» 

»Wouldn’t youfeel bad that your loved ones had to attend a funeral 
where everything wasn’t as absolutely as nice as it could be?« 

«No.» 

»Do you really wanna be eaten by worms and your memories 
scattered who knows where? Of course you don’t. And that’s why now 
is the time to buy your very own emergency-death life insurance policy 
from United ofTapioca.« 

« Tapioca don’t exist no more.» 

» With this policy, you pay just tens of dollars a day, but the peace 
of mind you will have knowing your memories are safely confined in a 
concrete-lined, stainless-steel sarcophagus is priceless. Give yourself 
the funeral that your loved ones can be proud of. If you would like 
the first part of this message to repeat, please press one. If you are an 
existing customer and would like to purchase an additional policy for 
yourself or a loved one, or anyone at all, even a stranger, press two. 
Remember, these policies build cash value that you can borrow against 
later. Certain terms and conditions apply, however. So to speak to our 
system about more detailed options, please press three now.« 

«Make it stop.» 

» Congratulations, you have been selected for our excellent, all 
expenses, extra-deluxe plan. And because—« 

«And now we witness the miraculous power of a single finger to 
sever the word from being transmitted into the void, and —» 

» We urge you not to hang up your phone now. This service works 
in concert with your credit rating, and it is our duty to inform you 
that not protecting yourself and your loved ones with one of these plans 
will very likely impact your future credit potential.« 



«Say wah?» 

»Yes, what lending institution could do business without trust? And 
how can anyone who doesn’t take the embarrassment of the ones they 
love seriously be trusted? In addition, you are solely responsible for 
keeping your personal information secret. Only you are responsible for 
preventing your identity from being stolen. But how can you do that if 
thousands or even millions of worms are carrying parts of your social 
security and credit card numbers around the world? Not to mention 
any other personal and private information they might divulge. And 
by having been selected for our excellent, all expenses, extra-deluxe 
plan, you have shown yourself to be a value to any creditor, not to 
mention earning the love and appreciation of your family and friends. 
Because we knew you would want this, our firm, of which your bank 
is one of our subsidiaries, has already invested in this policy for you 
and has automatically posted a debit to your account, as per the terms 
of service on your account. So there is no need to worry about keeping 
up with recurring payments. That will all be handled for you. Thank 
you for your purchase. We know that you care about your loved ones. 
And with this plan, you can ensure that you cause them no undue 
embarrassment in the event of your untimely death. And we here at 
United of Tapioca say, thank you, and you’re welcome.« 

« Well ...we guess we don’t knows that there’s much we can say to 
that. Though, that was only for one policy, wasn’t it? That’s what 
we heard. So we guess we can flip for it? We could share. Probably’d 
be roomier than an apartment in New York or London when they’d 
existed. Maybe we could sublet. What do yuns think? Oh, gawd, 
they’re calling back. Maybe this’s for the second one. Hello. Beep if 
you’re a robot.» 

«Uhm... Beep.» 

« Fantastic. Or maybe we should say, beep beep, what do yuh 
wanna say before the end of the world, beep beep?» 

«I’m just curious, I finished watching this movie I found kinda 
laying out on the side of the road.» 

«And do yuh often find movies laying out on the side of the road?» 

«No.... But it was just this thing called... Contact A Triple-X 
Parody, and I’m...and well, there’s just something I’ve gotta ask 
someone about.» 
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« Well you ’re never alone with us round. What do yuh wanna ask? » 

«I just wanna know is, was her father an alien, or what?» 

« Uuuh, no. An alien took the form of her dead father so she’d be 
more comfortable while they got it on. Aren’t you more comfortable 
when dead relatives’re hanging round ?» 

«/... guess.» 

« So you have them hanging round often ?» 

« Well, not at the moment. Well...sorta?» 

« You don’t sound so sure about that. Sorry, we didn’t catch your 
name.» 

« Yeah, I...gottago. My...mother’s calling me .» 

«Oookay. And that was weird.» 

« Even for us.» 

«So...well, movingon.» 

«Yeah.» 

« Yeah, moving on. To be honest with any of yuns that might still be 
in existence out there, we ’re kinda runnin’ outa stuff here. We ’re kinda 
down to the point where we and yuns’ve gotta choice between an old 
cassette tape labeled On the Deleterious Effects of the Overuse of the 
Common Comma and another labeled Brandon Claxton argues 
with a recording of something that sounds like a cartoon pig, but 
we aren’t sure. And we’d let yuns vote on it, but we’re afraid there 
just ain’t enough of the internet left. So in good old fashion top-down 
fashion, we the arbiters of everything yuns hear are gonna continue to 

decide those things for yuns. So . and as we mention . bit 

of a broad .... signal .... tuned. ... as long . so stay 

. coming . listening .... radio .... two. . . 

. . . with yuns . hopefully . 

. . end . 
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Ego didn’t have the radio on as she drove, plowing the jeep through 
water that came up nearly to the headlights, the engine only kept 
going by the fact a snorkel’d been attached and bolted up along the 
door frame, thus allowing her to take the river road without too 
much concern, other than being swept out into the river proper, that 
is, but... Water arced away from either side of the Jeep as she powered 
through shallower water and onto a section of dry road. Ghost-white 
backs appeared, momentarily flashed above the waterline out there 
in the deeper river, blowholes spouting upwards in fine iridescent 
mists twinkling with the light that curved upwards from the edges of 
what remained of the world. She breathed hard, pressed the gas pedal 
hard, took the corners hard. Technically, she’d never been licensed to 
drive. Mud-caked headlights, runny from the water that’d splashed 
on them, emitted what they could over the road ahead, which rapidly 
disappeared under the tires and behind her, so it didn’t quite matter if 
she saw it anyway. Mud too’d splattered the windshield, semi-conical 
areas streaky but basically clean where the wipers’d tried to do their 
job. She slammed both feet and all her weight on the brakes as the 
headlights illuminated a gown, tires squealing and leaving black 
squiggles darker than the asphalt they marked. 

The whale pups sang with their youthful voices, sometimes spout¬ 
ing water into the air, showing off. And Amirah, standing on the 
shoulder of the road, at the edge of where the running water sub¬ 
merged part of the grass and lapped and swayed the weeds near her 
feet, looked over her shoulder. 

Ego, breathless, panted. “We found something.” 

The whale pups rolled as Amirah turned and stepped onto the 
asphalt, seeming to wave their flippers, calling mournfully. And they 
followed as long as they could, white backs rising from the black 
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water, till the road pulled away from the river and wound uphill, and 
they smeared into white specks among the general blur of everything 
else. 

They didn’t say anything. After such a long time, there wasn’t a 
need to say anything. Amirah’s hair blew in the wind as Ego floored 
the gas, the world blurring around them. Nothing happens instantly, 
most of the time, depending on the position of the particular ob¬ 
server or observers in question, except, depending on the observer or 
observers, when it does. And it took another twenty minutes, rela¬ 
tive to them, even, before they’d gotten onto the old logging roads 
that criss-crossed part of the northern Culverton Estate, roads going 
all the way back to the first timber cuttings in the area; somewhere, 
out there under the foliage, lay the remnants of the railway tracks 
that’d carried them away. On these roads she couldn’t drive fast, or 
at least, not that fast, as fast as she’d driven on the asphalt; roots and 
rain routes made sure of that. But they were already within the two- 
hundred square acres on the upper north of the estate that bordered 
the Qualia Boundary. It’d only be a matter of what time’d remained. 

An older forest, the original to’ve regrown from the first cutting 
by those of more immediate European descent, gave way to newer 
stock, thin trees in thin soil, out there on the periphery of the impact. 
This gave way to mere saplings interspersed within high grass. And 
beyond that, in the maximum radius of those long ago resultant 
forces, lay only the crater. For a moment, they looked down from 
the edge of it, before the Jeep plunged down the worn tire routes that 
descended in a straight line along the gentle slope of the bowl-shaped 
depression, into the flat interior, where everything that’d gone up’d 
eventually sifted down again, creating something that eventually’d 
been hell to excavate. The well-worn tire routs led between white 
bones that bidirectionally pierced the ground, thrusting both into 
and out of the earth, coming to point overhead, as if they were the 
remnants of a once massive cathedral, the rest of it having gone where 
they couldn’t biologically’ve known. Partially excavated vertebrae 
lay in a jagged line stretching into the distance, white as if they’d 
been washed that way. The equipment sat parked ahead, tractors 
and trackhoes and bulldozers sitting there appearing as lifeless as the 
bone fragments scattered round them in the earth. Not far beyond, 


423 



the top of the skull rose over them, a creature peeking from beneath 
the earth only to find those mechanical instrumentations to be too 
minute to be worth consuming. Ego pulled in beside a trackhoe. The 
eye sockets and nostril sockets and other voids of the distant skull 
regarded them with the same indifference with which it regarded and 
didn’t regard almost everything else, save for the partially uncovered 
canine skeleton there in the ground just past its nose, as if the two just 
planned to lie there in silence together for the rest of what remained 
of eternity. 

Amirah climbed out of the Jeep without ceremony, stood there 
in silence only long enough to push her hair behind her ear as she 
regarded the edge of the trench. 

“Where’s she at?” Ego climbed out. “INTERFERENCE?” 

After a moment, a head appeared above the rim of the trench, 
Interference climbing up and dismounting the ladder, walking to¬ 
ward them in coveralls and muck-about-boots caked with sticky red 
clay. She breathed hard too, though, like Ego, not completely from 
exertion. She stopped. “ We breached two-hundred feet,” she said. “I 
think we’ve found it.” She extended a mud-caked glove. “ We cut 
this.” She offered the rusted lock. “But we didn’t open anything.” 

Amirah looked at it. “ Thank you. ” She looked up and over Inter¬ 
ference’s shoulder. “I’d like to go alone.” 

Interference nodded. And after a moment, Amirah stepped past 
her, walking across the well trodden ground. On the edge of the 
trench, she looked across the expanse of it, the gridded-off sections 
criss-crossing so much space, all the reality they’d so far torn up. She 
mounted the ladder, careful because of her gown, and climbed down 
onto the first platform. Platforms ringed the trench, spiraling down 
the red-mud walls. The casing that lay below’d rusted to that same 
color, and as such, remained camouflaged till she’d come down to 
the second-to-last level, where she stood there looking over the edge, 
before mounting the last ladder, then pausing before she walked out 
on the planks that’d been laid down against the mud. She paused, 
too, standing there before it. And after a moment, she reached out 
and put her hand on the damp, rusted shell. Then, after a pause, 
feeling the coldness of it seeping through her flesh, another moment 
in which her heart did certain things, she turned and walked back 
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along the planks, took up one of the crowbars from the tools that’d 
been propped there, and walked out the length of the planks, her 
steps hollow against them, the hem of her gown trailing off and 
dragging in the mud. Standing there before the casing, she paused 
again, holding the crowbar. Then, carefully, she fitted the end into 
the seems and eased it apart, the leverage itself supplying the force and 
moving a part of the world, if not necessarily the whole of it. And 
she dropped the crowbar on the planks and gripped the damp, rusted, 
mud-smeared casing with her bare hands and shoved it open, though 
it did so slowly, almost the whole thing rusted into a single piece, 
but she pushed it open till her hands stretched above her head. And 
she looked down at him, not at her hands, as she released the casing, 
rust and stiffness holding the thing open. And she looked down at 
him. Gripping the edge of the casing, she leaned forward, mud and 
rust impressing a line across the front of her gown. She hovered her 
face over his. Holding her breath, she kissed him. And he woke. She 
didn’t have to pull back to know this. But she did and looked down 
at him. 

He reached up, lightly touching her hair with just the tips of his 
fingers. “You’ve gone grey.” He looked faintly bemused. “Has mine 
gone grey, too?” 

She’d’ve wiped proto tears from her eyes if she hadn’t known that 
it’d’ve smeared mud and rust everywhere. “You’re still the same.” 

His fingers still lightly caressed her hair. “I think I was having a 
dream.” 

“And now?” 

He smiled. 

She straightened so he could sit up. He looked round at the mud 
and scaffolding and ladders, then up at the void that’d replaced the 
sky. “Where’re the kids?” 

“Grown.” 

He looked away from the void, and at her. “I’m getting the sense 
that I missed alot.” He looked down at himself, at the inside of the 
casing. 

“ Are you ready to go? ” 

He looked at her. “Absolutely.” He pulled himself up. And he 
stood there a moment in silence, regaining a sense of physical being. 



He stepped over the side. Then he looked at her. “Hello, pretty 
soldier.” He kissed her. And he put his arm round her waist. She put 
her hand against his shoulder, staining his shirt with rust and mud. 

When the kiss ended, their faces remained close. “ We should go 
find the girls, ” she said. 

“Yes.” 

They walked back along the planks, and he helped her mount the 
ladder, watched her ascend, then followed, and it went like that all the 
way along all the scaffolding, all the way up to ground level. And on 
the edge, he stood there looking up at the cathedral-arch bones that 
curved overhead, ultimate-white and iridescent. He turned, looking 
back over the trench works, “it looks like I put someone to a whole 
lotta trouble. ” 

“You did, ” Amirah said. 

He turned toward her, catching sight of Ego and Interference 
approaching from the distance. He smiled. “Well, it looks as if I’ve 
finally caught up to yuns.” He shook his head. “ Or’ve yuns caught 
up to me?” 

“A little bit of both,” Interference said. “ Alotta things’ve hap¬ 
pened since you were gone. ” 

He looked up at the void. “Yeah, I’ve gathered that.” 

Amirah took hold of his hand. “Are you ready?” 

He looked at her. “Always.” 

“ How do you want to go? ” 

He smiled. “You choose.” 

“There’s something you should see. ” 

“Okay.” 

Amirah said to Interference, “We’ll be on the grid work. Will you 
tell them?” 

“Yap.” She nodded. 

“Thank you.” 

“Not a problem.” 

Amirah turned her head to look at him; she held his hand tight. 


Shepard leaned forward, looking over the side of the bridge, at the 
dark waters below. He rested one hand on the railing, his other still 
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intertwined with hers. “Wait,” she said into his ear. And after a 
while, white backs surfaced from beneath the black water rushing 
below, mist and spray shooting upwards. 

“So these’re Levi’s children.” 

They held themselves there against the current, looking up at the 
two of them with their black-lacquer eyes. Shepard removed his hand 
from the railing and waved. “Hi,” he said. “You don’t know me. But 
I knew your mother. ” 

They started to sing. Shepard smiled. He squeezed his wife’s hand. 
He cocked his head to whisper to her, “I think she’d be happy there’s 
a choir.” He looked down at the water. “Don’t you?” They sang and 
looked up at them with their dark round eyes. “From one to many.” 

He looked up as motor noise carried down the hill, headlights 
emerging out of Presbyterian and winding down the road. The choir 
ceased. And Ego pulled to a stop. 

Amirah said, “Where are the girls?” 

“Well... there’s a little bit of an incident. ” She said this almost as 
if she were embarrassed to. 

Shepard said, “An incident? I’d’ve thought we were past time for 
those to be a problem. ” 

“ They... found the detention center. ” 

Amirah sighed. 

“What’m I missing?” Shepard said. 

Amirah said, “Where?” 

“Well, they didn’t wanna bother yuns bout it so they said to—” 

Amirah said, “Where are they?” 

The sound of a very distant explosion carried over the ridges. Ami¬ 
rah sighed. 

“Well,” Shepard said, “sounds like things haven’t changed as 
much as I thought.” 

“it was completely hidden from the air,” Ego said. “They got a 
big bunch of that military surplus mesh and stuff and made it look 
like someone’d converted an old lumber yard and saw mill into a 
place for growing shiitake mushrooms. ” Another explosion. Ego 
looked over her shoulder. “ We only figured it out because they had 
to march people across the road to work at sorting garbage in the 
transfer station.” 
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“Well, since they’re busy,” Shepard said, “I guess we’ll have to go 
to them. ” 

Amirah squeezed his hand. He looked at her and smiled. 


Starting from another bridge, the one right past the railroad crossing, 
past the school for hard cases, headed for the transfer station, they 
walked down the road hand in hand. Parts of the former lumber yard 
closest to the river’d been set ablaze, the scent of burning gasoline 
tainting the air. “Holy hell, they’ve gotten big,” he said. Amirah 
squeezed his hand. Both the girls (though, as Shepard was finding, not 
so much girls anymore) were looking out over the blaze. Smoke, too, 
rose from somewhere behind the transfer station, though no flame’d 
yet become visible. “I know it’s the end of the world, ” Shepard said, 
“but we could do with a less apocalyptic atmosphere.” 

Friday turned. “Dad!” She flung her arms round him. 

“Oooooh.” He put his free arm round her, Amirah still ahold of 
his hand. “How’d you get this strong?” He looked over her shoulder 
at Thursday, who stood there holding the hand of a twelve-year-old 
girl. Friday didn’t seem as if she’d ever let go. When she finally did, 
he looked at both of them and said, “it’s not fair. Now everybody’s 
technically older than I am.” 

Friday giggled and smiled. And he reached out and mussed her hair, 
same as he’d always done. “But I’d recognize that grin anywhere. ” 

Thursday came close, put her free arm round him. But she didn’t 
say anything. After all, she’d always been the silent one. “ You know, ” 
he said, as she pulled away. But he just shook his head and couldn’t 
find anything more to add. He looked down at the twelve-year-old 
girl whose hand Thursday still held. “And if I may ask, who’re you?” 
But her only response was to partially step behind Thursday. 

Friday squatted beside her (the girl), her (that is, Friday’s) gown 
flowing over the asphalt as if it’d been liquid pink). “Don’t worry,” 
she said. And she glanced up at Shepard, then down to the girl. “ This’s 
our dad.” She took the girl’s other hand. She stood and said to her 
parents, “They had her locked up for prostitution.” 

“Uh huh.” Shepard shook his head, glanced at Amirah. “I’m 
really beginning to think very little’s changed. ” He looked out over 
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the rudimentary fences and tarp coverings that’d been erected across 
the former lumber yard. “ Detention camp, huh? ” He shook his head. 
“And where’s everybody at?” 

“They walked out a while ago, apparently,” Thursday said. She 
looked over her shoulder at the former camp. “Since the guards were 
no use, the prisoners that were already loose unlocked everything 
else.” 

Shepard nodded to himself. 

Friday looked over her shoulder as well. “ We were going to destroy 
it,” she said, “but Mister Wellington won’t leave.” 

“Why not?” 

“He says he’s going to wait for his trial, ” Friday said. She looked 
at Shepard. “He says it’s all going to be like a version of Inherit the 
Wind A Triple-X Parody, or something.” 

“What’d they get him for?” 

“Using one of the R words. ” 

“R words?” 

“Reproduction.” 

“Oh.” 

“We told him the courts don’t exist anymore. But he wouldn’t 
listen to us. And he’s been beat up pretty bad, and we said we could 
take him up to Functional, but he refuses to go. He says he wants to 
confront them with the true consequences of their actions in stark 
living technicolor, whatever that means.” 

“Uh huh. ” Shepard leaned to look round them, farther down the 
road. “And what’s that?” 

Friday looked over her shoulder. “Oh, that’s just the deputies. We 
dragged them out so they wouldn’t lay there and whatever. ” 

“Hm.” He glanced at Amirah, then at the two of them. “Would 
you excuse us just a minute?” Friday hugged him again. “Well, I’m 
just going a few feet that way. ” She pulled away. “Be back in just a 
minute.” And still holding hands, he and Amirah stepped round 
them and walked down the middle of the road till they’d come to the 
pile of deputies that, with all that equipment and padding, looked 
like something outa a football game, a dogpile, maybe, which, in¬ 
terestingly enough, had been originally invented in the next county 
over. And without letting go of her hand, or she his, Shepard squatted 
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and unvelcroed a helmet strap and pulled it (the helmet) off a deputy’s 
head. He (the deputy) blinked after a moment, his eyes refocusing, 
and blinking at them, he tried to scramble up. 

“What’s going on?” He looked round. 

“I just have one question.” 

The deputy turned to look at Shepard. 

Shepard motioned down the road with the helmet. “How do you 
lock up a twelve-year-old girl for prostitution?” 

“Who the hell’re you?” 

“He’s my husband. ” 

The deputy looked at her a moment, his eyes semi-watery, almost 
squinting, having some trouble relearning to focus on things at vari¬ 
able distances again. But when he recognized her, he glanced from 
her to Shepard, then started to faintly tremble. 

“is this what’s left?” Shepard said. 

“The rest quit,” Amirah said. “The bad apples eventually spoiled 
the whole barrel. ” 

Shepard sighed, turned the helmet upside down, glanced inside, the 
lenses for the hud just two bulged, round, inset pieces of transparent 
plastic alive with pulsing light that had no possibility of meaning 
but at the prescribed distance. A cord still ran from it back to the 
deputy’s body armor. A light on the display inside indicated low- 
battery. “Hm.” He shook his head. “I have to say I don’t like you 
very much.” He offered him the helmet. The deputy glanced down 
at it, glanced up at Shepard. “I suggest you take this back and wear 
it,” Shepard said. “You seem to be more at peace that way.” And 
after a moment, the deputy took the helmet in his trembling hands; 
sweat dripped from the end of his nose and beaded on the helmet’s 
already saturated foam lining. Shepard turned, still ahold of Amirah’s 
hand, and they walked down the center line of the road. “ I think...” 
They’d stopped there in front of Thursday and Friday and the twelve- 
year-old girl. But he looked out over the former lumber yard; and 
they followed his gaze. “ I don’t like this place. ” The burning lumber 
vanished and so did the smoke and whatever it came from behind the 
transfer station. Piece by piece, tarp by tarp, section of garden-store 
chain-link fence by section of garden-store chain-link fence, the 
detention center unexisted, till only one man was visible across the 
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mud, in the distance. And South stood there in the middle of the 
enclosure, the door wide open. Shepard looked at his wife. “Should I 
just leave that much of it, or what?” 

“Maybe I could go try and talk to him again,” Friday said. 

Amirah said, “You cannot make him choose what to do. ” 

Shepard nodded. “You’re right,” he said. “As usual.” He looked 
at Thursday and Friday, down at the twelve-year-old girl. 

“She doesn’t have any other place to go,” Thursday said. 

“We’re gonna take her home, ” Friday said. 

“Sounds like a plan.” Shepard glanced at Amirah. “Why don’t 
yuns go on and start. We’ll be there in a minute.” 

“Dad?” 

He turned, again, toward them and smiled. “Don’t worry. We’ll 
be right behind yuns.” 

Thursday turned, still holding the girl’s hand, as was Friday, so 
Friday was forced to follow as they started down the road, though she 
turned her head to look over her shoulder several moments, almost 
tripping, and having to turn to keep up. 

Shepard shook his head. Watching them go, he cocked his head 
toward Amirah. “Maybe it’s too bad we were both only children. ” 
He glanced at her. She looked away from the distance and at him. 
She squeezed his hand. He squeezed hers. 
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“Well, if there’s still anybody out there listenin, yuns can’t hear us 
no more. ” Elisa pulled off her headphones and laid them on the 
bench. And she scooched her ass forward in the seat and leaned 
her head far back with her neck supported on the back of the chair. 
She spun the chair as she heard Lucy coming down the hall. “Well, 
we’re officially, completely, absolutely, probably, irrevocably, substan¬ 
tially, appallingly, hilariously, ginormously, egregiously, undeniably, 
unforgivably, unintelligibly, courageously, inexcusably, absolutely, 
completely off the air. ” 

Lucy held two mugs of espresso. “You know, I don’t know if I 
should let you have this or not.” 

Elisa reached out. “ Gi’me gi’me gi’me. ” And she took the mug 
in both hands and leaned her head forward and sipped, leaned her 
head back. “Aaaaaaaaah.” 

She glanced up at the ceiling. 

“Never!” Elisa said. She looked down. “Besides, they’re blue.” She 
sighed, spinning round in the chair and looking at the laptop screen. 
She sipped some espresso, spun round again. “Oh, well.” 

“Who in the world—” 

“Yuh mean what’s left of the world,” Elisa said into her mug, 
glancing up, her eyes rising over the rim. 

“Who has the power and equipment to jam us like this?” 

“Ah, who cares?” Elisa spun round in the chair, “it’s all just noise, 
anyway. One kind’s as good as ’nother.” She spun round and turned 
up the speaker, a gentle hiss suffusing the room, the transmission 
that was overpowering their own, as if someone’d tried to compensate 
for the loss of all that primordial noise by forcing a recording of the 
static background radiation of the universe out into the void, hoping 
it would prime or restart something. She sipped her espresso while 
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she looked at the speaker, as if it were a visual device, tapping her feet 
against the floor. 

“We’re almost outa milk,” Lucy said. 

Elisa spun round. “And covfefe?” 

“Enough. ” She sipped her espresso. “But the generator’s low. So 
we might as well turn off some of this equipment.” She looked down 
into the cup she held wrapped in both hands. “Since it isn’t doing 
anything.” 

Elisa spun round again, looking at the static-emitting speaker. 

Lucy went out into the hall, so when Elisa spun round again, she 
wasn’t there, but she just tapped her shoes against the floor and spun 
round again, looking at the speaker while she sipped her espresso. 
Footsteps carried down the hall behind her, barely audible over the 
staticky hiss, and she spun round. “ We...” 

The first thing she saw was the bulbous cylindrical end of the 
suppressor, the second, the Walther it’d been threaded onto, the third, 
the black-gloved hand gripping it, the fourth, the black-tracksuit- 
covered arm attached to that, fifth, the black ski mask tucked into 
the popped collar of that, and sixth, the big black goggles over the 
eye holes of that. 

Elisa sipped her espresso. 

“The Noyse estate sent me.” 

Elisa sipped her espresso. 

“Don’t move.” 

The agent turned his head just enough to see the end of a shotgun 
about at his eye level. 

“I could’ve pumped this thing for effect,” Lucy said. 

“A friend of ours loaned it to us,” Elisa said. She sipped her coffee. 
“Along with the espresso machine.” She sipped hers. “Would you 
prefer something out of the end of it?” 

“Please, lower the pistol very slowly,” Lucy said. “I’ve had a lotta 
caffeine, and I’m very twitchy.” 

“She does get very twitchy,” Elisa said. She tapped her feet against 
the floor. 

Slowly, he lowered the pistol. 

Elisa sipped her espresso. 

Lucy said, “So where’d you park your time machine?” 
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“What’re you talking about?” 

“There’s no use playing dumb,” Elisa said. She sipped her espresso. 
“Logically, since they would literally do anything in their power to 
protect their copyright, if time travel’s possible, they’d be the ones 
to develop it.” She sipped her espresso. “So yuh see it’s completely 
reasonable. ” 

And it was, as in one sense time travel (or at minimum such an 
aesthetic) was by definition what everything extant in their systems 
of physics was required to do by the definition of their existence. So, 
in that regard, any machine could’ve been labeled a time machine. 

“ So we kinda figured, ” Lucy said, “ the best way to find out’d be to 
infringe someplace where it’d otherwise be impossible for them to 
try and enforce anything. Like the end of the world. ” 

“Yuh see,” Elisa said. She sipped her espresso, “it’s completely 
logical.” 

He didn’t reply. 

“Well, it must be nearby.” Lucy glanced down at his shoes. 
“Nobody’s walking far in the woods with them.” 

“No mud, either,” Elisa said. She sipped her espresso. 

“So very carefully drop the pistol,” Lucy said, “and we’ll walk 
outside. ” 

After a moment, that’s what he did. And Lucy walked behind him 
down the hallway, the shotgun still aimed at his head, Elisa following 
them, cup of espresso still in hand. They walked out into the parking 
lot, the generator rumbling off to one side, cords running through a 
half-open window. 

“Neat,” Elisa said. She sipped her espresso, “it’s like a big clear 
glass Christmas tree ornament with legs.” She sipped her espresso. 
“Don’t it kinda remind you of the moon lander?” She sipped her 
espresso. “If the moon lander’d looked more like a Christmas tree 
ornament with legs. ” 

“Coraline,” Lucy called. “Hey, Coraline.” A couple moments 
later, Coraline stuck her head out the back door. 

“What?” 

Elisa called, “We’ve got one for yuh.” 

Coraline blinked, as if she momentarily hadn’t noticed the figure 
in that black tracksuit, which’d’ve been understandable. 
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“Oh. Great.” She turned and ran down the hall, emerging 
through the doorway moments later with a tripod-mounted camera, 
which she deployed. 

“This’s doctor Coraline Hupert from Eaglet on University, ” Lucy 
said. 

“She does physics,” Elisa said. She sipped her espresso. 

Coraline turned on the camera, pulled the viewfinder out and 
rotated it. “Okay.” 

“Alright,” Lucy said. She motioned with the shotgun. “Now 
you’re going to get back in your machine and go back to when you 
came from.” 

“There’ll be others,” he said. 

“Unlikely,” Elisa said. She sipped her espresso. 

“ Get goin’, ” Lucy said. 

He turned his black-goggled eyes over his shoulder, looked down 
the barrel of the shotgun. Then he turned and walked across the 
parking lot, crawled under the machine. 

“Oh,” Elisa said. “So yuh get in it from the bottom.” She sipped 
her espresso. They watched him climb into the transparent shell. 

“You good?” Lucy said, still keeping the shotgun trained in the 
general direction of the time machine and occupant. 

“Fantastic,” Coraline said. She divided her time between looking 
at the camcorder’s lcd and the scene in front of her. 

And they stood there awhile watching the black-tracksuit-clad 
figure stand inside what amounted to a large clear-glass Christmas 
ornament mounted on a quadrapod, liquid white pooling at his feet, 
Elisa sipping her espresso, Lucy vaguely aiming the shotgun, Coraline 
glancing from the viewfinder to the scene in front of her till, finally, 
the black-tracksuit-clad figure opened the hatch, and liquid white 
splashed across the asphalt, and he climbed down out of the machine 
and crawled out from under it and slowly moved toward them, his 
shoes wet and squishy as he walked. 

“It...won’t work.” 

“I knew it! ” Coraline said. And her fist shot into the air. 

Lucy’d kept the shotgun trained on the figure the whole time. 
“Got everything you need?” 

“ More than enough, ” Coraline said. And she unbolted the camera 



from the tripod and carried it toward the machine. “You see,” she 
said, breathless as she walked round it, “you can’t travel through time 
after time’s already started to break down.” She watched the world 
through the viewfinder as she went round. “You must’ve arrived just 
before it began to break into sort of small... islands. Or pools, if you 
will.” She’d only had a few espressos. “I’d say it’s the preliminary 
stages before the eventual decay of the system altogether. ” She spun 
round, training the camera on him. “ You came through just in time. ” 
She spun round again. “Of course, that’s just a hypothesis. It fits the 
facts. But the whole problem is there’s only the one multiverse, so 
you can’t really test the whole thing, you know. That kinda makes 
it tough.” Her voice faded as she went round to the far side of the 
machine. 

“When’d you come from?” Elisa sipped her espresso. 

He turned to look at them. “ Um... Nineteen-Ninety-Nine. ” 

“Was that a very interesting year?” Elisa said. “I don’t remember 
it being an interesting year. ” 

“Hey, Coraline,” Lucy called. 

Coraline poked her head round from the far side of the vehicle. 
“Yeah?” 

“Would you mind going inside and collecting the nice assassin’s 
gun.” 

“Oh.” Coraline came out from behind the machine and crossed 
the parking lot. “Okay. If you think I should.” She paused. “What 
do you want me to do with it? ” 

“Lock it in the filing cabinet. The key’s in the saucer on top.” 

“Okay.” She passed them to go inside. 

“Not that we don’t trust you, you understand,” Lucy said. 

Elisa sipped her espresso. “We just don’t want yuh to shoot your¬ 
self.” She sipped her espresso. “We’re against suicide.” 

“ Yeah, ” Lucy said. “Not that we think you necessarily will. It’s just, 
when you find out who’s been elected president since then, well, people 
tend to have a strong reaction to at least one person on that list. ” 

“Apocalyptic reactions,” Elisa said. She sipped her espresso. “Or 
apoplectic.” She glanced at Lucy. “Eucaliptic?” 

“So we just wanna be on the safe side,” Lucy said. 

“Yeah.” Elisa sipped her espresso. She looked down into the mug. 
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“Oh, all gone.” She pulled a long face, turned. “Anybody else want 
some?” 

“You can freshen up mine,” Lucy said. 

Coraline emerged still holding the camcorder. “I wanna set up 
so I can record as everything starts disintegrating. I’m curious about 
how the process’ll affect the time machine itself.” She went over to 
the tripod and tinkered with refastening the camcorder to it. 

Elisa called through the doorway, “ Ask the time-traveling assassin 
man if he wants some coffee.” 

“Do you want some coffee?” 

He shook his head. 

Lucy called, “He doesn’t want any.” 

“Of course,” Coraline said, “the problem may be that the cam¬ 
era’ll become nonexistent before then. But... well, what can you do 
about it? Oh! ” She turned. “ I know. Is there another camera round? ” 

“There’s an old VHS tape one in the back, ” Lucy said. “Why?” 

“ I wanna put something inside the machine in case it lasts longer, 
then it’ll still be recording.” She passed Lucy to go inside. 

“Ask Elisa where it’s at, ” Lucy called after her. She sighed. “You 
know, I’m getting awful tired of pointing this thing at you.” She 
sighed. “ So is, like, assassination and stuff in the nature of your being, 
or can you do something else and still exist?” 

“What do you mean...still exist?” 

“if you stop being an assassin, will you still exist?” 

“I’m existing now.” 

“Yeah, but now you’re in a state of probably potentially could 
still assassinate someone, so you still have a reasonable definition of 
yourself, so of course you still exist. ” 

He didn’t reply. 

Elisa came out carrying a couple cups of coffee. 

“What,” Lucy said, “do you think we should do with him?” 

“How the hell am I supposed to know?” Elisa sipped her espresso. 
“Oh, and by the way, we’re totally outa white liquid now.” 

Coraline emerged carrying a bulky old camera and cables piled in 
her arms and started across the parking lot. “ I borrowed an extension 
cord,” she called. “The battery in the camera’s exploded.” 

“Then how’re you gonna keep filming if the generator goes first?” 
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Coraline stopped and turned. “Well... Hmm...” She piled the 
cords and camera gear in the parking lot, started back inside. “ I guess 
I’ll have to figure out something different.” 

“Do yuh want your coffee or not?” Elisa said. 

“Well, if you’d tell me what we’re going to do with him. ” 

“Do we have to do anything with him?” 

“He was sent forward in time to kill us. ” 

Elisa sipped her espresso. “Well, he’s not very good at it, is he?” 

“He doesn’t have to be good at it for it to be his job.” 

“We could make him promise not to assassinate anyone.” 

“I’m not gonna trust him just because he pinkie swears. ” 

Coraline called, “Which of these powerstrips can I plug into?” 

“The one under the desk,” Lucy called, “that’s got the red light 
on.” 

“We could feed’m to the bears,” Elisa said. 

“Oh, be serious.” 

Elisa sipped her espresso. “Well, the one thing’s for sure, he can’t 
go round assassinating anymore.” 

“I know that.” 

“So Mister Former-Assassin Man,” Elisa sipped her espresso, 
“what’re yuh going to do now?” 

“I’ve still got my job. ” 

“Noooooo.” Elisa shook her head. “I just said we can’t let yuh do 
that anymore. Didn’t yuh hear me? Do yuh have hearing problems? 
Maybe yuh should have that looked at?” She sipped her espresso. 
“ Maybe we should go take a look at what’s posted on what was left of 
the internet. Maybe we can find a job that’s good for deaf people. ” 
She looked at Lucy. “What’cha think?” 

“The internet’s down.” 

“Well...” Elisa sipped her espresso. 

Lucy sighed and lowered the shotgun. “What’d you have to do 
that for?” 

“What? What?” Elisa looked round the empty parking lot. 

Lucy sighed. “You don’t take away one job before you give em 
another one.” She reached for the coffee, sniffed it. “Otherwise you 
run the risk of them going nonexistent in the gap between the two. ” 
She blew into the cup, sipped. “He was a man, remember?” 



“Well, I was just telling the truth.” Elisa sipped her espresso. 

Coraline emerged from inside, unrolling an extension cord across 
the parking lot, moving toward the time machine. “I’ve got a laptop 
charging, so I figure if I hook it up, and the power goes out, it’ll ran 
on battery for five or six hours with the webcam on. What do you 
think?” 

Lucy sipped her coffee. “Sounds like it’ll work.” 

“Does it matter, though?” Elisa said. 

Lucy shrugged, sipped her coffee. “Who cares so long as she’s 
happy. ” She turned to go inside, and Elisa followed her. “You’re sure 
all the milk’s gone?” 

“Well I didn’t see any.” 

“Did you look in the back?” 

“Yes, I looked in the back. ” Elisa sipped her espresso. “But you’re 
not supposed to put it in there, anyway. You’re supposed to put it in 
the door.” 

“It doesn’t get cold enough in the door.” 

“That’s all in your head. ” 

“Of course it’s in my head, that’s where everything that processes 
the input from my nerves is.” 

“Well maybe your nerves’re broken. ” 

“ Okay, twitchy. ” Lucy set the shotgun on the table. 

“Don’t call me twitchy.” Elisa sipped her espresso. “You’re the 
one who had to unload the gun cause yuh thought yuh’d shoot it 
accidentally.” 

Lucy opened the fridge, leaned over to look inside. 

“See,” Elisa said. “I told yuh.” She sipped her espresso. 

Lucy sighed and straightened. 

“Maybe they keep some white liquid in the time machine, ” Elisa 
said. 

“Why would they keep milk in a time machine? ” 

“Maybe he just rented it, so it could have things left from previous 
renters.” She sipped her espresso. “Maybe the rental place cuts a few 
corners and doesn’t clean between loanings.” 

Lucy shook her head and closed the fridge. 

Elisa sipped her espresso. She turned. 

“Where’re you going?” 
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Elisa stopped in the doorway, looked over her shoulder. “Yuh said 
you wanted to turn some things off round here. ” 

Lucy sighed. “ Okay. ” 

They met Coraline coming up the hall. “What’re yuns doing?” 

Elisa sipped her espresso. “Getting ready to transfer all remaining 
backup power to the Hitachis.” 

“Don’t forget I need some for the laptop, too.” 

“Yuh’ll have to split it outa your own ration,” Elisa said, as she 
dodged into the control room. 

“Ignore her,” Lucy said. “After a couple hours, her nerves’ll be so 
fried you can have as much power as you want. ” 

“ What’re yuns saying ’bout me? I can hear yuns talking ’bout me. ” 

Looking through the doorway, Lucy sipped her coffee. “I’m defi¬ 
nitely cutting you off. ” 

“Hah! I’ve got access to a time machine now. So the supply’s 
infinite'. ” 

“I...don’t think it works that way.” She glanced at Coraline. 
“Right?” 

“Well... I don’t know. ” She shook her head, momentarily lost in 
thought. “Oh, but what I wanted to tell you is, the machine’s got 
some kinda containers on it, and it looks like they’re filled with some 
kind of white liquid substance.” 

“What?” 

“Well, I don’t know. I’m not a chemist. I don’t run around ran¬ 
domly licking things. ” 

“Yuh know,” Elisa said, and she spun round in the chair from 
where she’d been listening to the static, kicking her feet in the air. 
“ There’s a theory that goes that none of the hormone stuff they inject 
cows with is actually effective in producing more white liquid, but 
what it does’s put in some temporal marker so time travelers can find 
them and inject their utters when they get empty, so it just looks like 
they’re producing more white liquid.” 

Lucy sipped her coffee. “Definitely cutting you off.” 

Elisa kicked her feet in the air and spun round in the chair. 
“ Weeeeeeee. ” She slowly rotated to a stop. “ Oooh, I think I’m gonna 
be sick.” 

Lucy shook her head. “Definitely cutting you off.” 
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Elisa sat up and rested her neck against the back of the chair. “ False 
alarm.” 

“Definitely still cutting you off.” 
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The kitchen was from an era that’d never existed, a hodgepodge of 
things and designs from disparate slices of history, someone’s idea of 
trying to construct a kitchen that looked as if it’d been in continuous 
use for two or three hundred years before, even, the European settle¬ 
ment of the section of the world on which it’d been constructed. But 
nevertheless, it had it’s usefulness. 

“That smells good. ” Shepard deeply inhaled through his nose. 

Primary drew a cloth from over her shoulder and wrapped it round 
a cast-iron handle, pulled the pan from the grate in the fireplace. 
“Well, if you want one, you’ll have to wait.” She picked the spatula 
off the mantel and worked it into the pan as she turned and stepped 
toward the nearby bench, which the twelve-year-old girl from earlier 
sat on, a plate beside her, and Primary plopped onto said plate a 
pancake diameterous enough to droop over the plate’s edges. “ There. ” 
And she turned and stepped, again, toward the fireplace and placed 
the pan on the grate and reached up for the dented tin milk container 
she’d been dispensing batter from and poured a fresh dollop into the 
hot pan. “It’ll be hot,” she said, and she straitened and tossed the 
cloth over her shoulder. And she looked back, but the girl’d already 
started tearing into it without complaint, though, also, her mouth 
was too full to complain. “ Don’t get choked. ” Primary stepped 
toward the fridge, a stainless-steel box as in keeping with the eclectic 
temporal nature of the space as anything else, and pulled out a carton 
of almond milk and rummaged in a cabinet for a glass. And she came 
over and offered it to the girl, who took it in both hands and brought 
it to her mouth before she’d even finished chewing. “ There’s no need 
to hurry. ” Primary pulled the cloth from her shoulder and walked 
toward the fireplace. “No one’s going to steal it. ” She wrapped the 
cloth round the cast-iron handle. The pancake bubbled nicely. “And 
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if they do, I’ll cut their hand off.” She reached up for the spatula. 
And she looked up when she heard the sound of bootsteps receding. 
“You’re not going to eat?” 

Shepard stopped before ducking through the narrow doorway that 
led to a set of recessed spiral stairs. He glanced over at the bench. “I 
think that you’ve got more than your hands full at the moment.” 
Primary looked over her shoulder. The girl, having finished the 
pancake, sat there with her head tilted back, glass in both hands, 
draining it. “i’ll see you later, ” he said, and when she looked at him, 
he smiled and lightly saluted her. She shook her head, turned toward 
the pan as she noticed a charring smell. 

He wound upward and along the stairs and the passageways they 
interconnected with, leaving behind the scents of the kitchen. 

Of course there was a way to walk out on the roof, what place like 
the Culverton House would come without secret passages that let 
one out onto the roof? That, and how else were things going to get 
serviced? Something about the type of slate and stone and ironwork 
used made everything appear perpetually cold and damp, and walking 
along, anyone’d’ve instinctually checked themselves against slipping. 

Luckily, the designer of the place’d never seen fit to outfit it with 
ghouls or gargoyles. Already, as with the interior, the mishmash of 
epochs and styles could, at times, produce something akin to vertigo, 
and depending on the person, perhaps, nausea. Though, it’d had no 
such effect on him. 

He stopped not far from the edge, along the walkway, a span of slate 
roof rising to a point on one extreme, glass panes and their iron frame¬ 
work visible on the far side, forming the roof over the ‘Planttorium’, 
as the guidebooks once available’d listed it, the name coming down 
from the original architect, the prime Culverton himself, the edge 
of the house ending in a wrought-iron railing on the other side. And 
he stood there a moment with his hands in his pockets. 

“Mind if I take a look?” 

Eva stood there beside the telescope, a not exactly cheap model 
that’d been bought long ago for some eclipse of the moon or the sun, 
or something like that, parts of it still thick with dust, gray against 
the otherwise black-painted metal, where it’d been dug from storage. 
She didn’t say anything. So Shepard stepped toward it and bent and 
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closed an eye to peer through the eyepiece. It worked better than 
the things on the lookout; he could actually discern something that 
looked like a human figure wondering round on that distant chunk 
of reality, a few trees, a small fire, and if he looked just right, the 
spark of a fractional piece of gravity still tethered beneath it. 

He looked up from the eyepiece and straightened, squinting into 
the distance. “That’s a long way away. ” 

Eva didn’t reply. 

“Empty space is something I can reasonably conceptualize, and 
since it’s not nothingness...” he said. “ I guess I could annihilate it. ” 

She looked at him. 

He looked at her. “ But I think you’re more than capable of taking 
care of the problem yourself.” 

Eva turned away, crossed her arms over her chest as if she were cold, 
looking out into the other infinite distance. “I can’t.” 

“ I think you can. I figure... with everything so close to the end, 
things might just be in flux enough. And I’d be willing to bet there’s 
at least one version of you that ended up over there with her. Or 
maybe one where you ended up over there, and she ended up over 
here. It’d be easy to find out. ” 

“ And... if it happens again... ? ” 

“I’m here. And I’m not exactly busy this time. ” 

Eva looked over her shoulder at him. 

“ I think you should give it a try. ” 

Eva turned and looked out toward what remained of infinity. 

“I think you should become Evangeline one more time.” 

Eva stood there in silence, her arms crossed. 

11 STOP. IN THE NAME OF THE LAW. ” 

Shepard stepped toward the wrought-iron railing, looked down at 
the ground. A lone, small figure stood down there holding a bullhorn. 

“AS ACCORDING TO NORTH CAROLINA STATE LAW, I 
BEING FORMERLY EMPOWERED BY A DULY APPOINTED 
LAW ENFORCEMENT OFFICER TO DO SO, HEREBY MAKE A 
CITIZENS ARREST. ” 

Shepard looked over his shoulder at Eva. “You know anything 
about this?” 

She shook her head. 


444 



“I HAVE IT ON RELIABLE AUTHORITY THAT YOU ARE 
CURRENTLY OR WILL ATTEMPT THE FACILITATION OF 
A SEXUAL LIAISON AND OR RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
TWO FIFTEEN YEAR OLD GIRLS, AND FOR THAT REASON I 
HEREBY PLACE YOU UNDER ARREST.” 

Shepard scratched his head. “Seriously?” 

“PLEASE REMOVE YOURSELF FROM THE PREMISES IM¬ 
MEDIATELY. DO NOT ATTEMPT TO HIDE OR RUNAWAY OR 
BY SOME OTHER MEANS SEEK TO EVADE THIS LAWFUL 
ORDER. IF YOU—” But he was interrupted, that is, had to begin 
running across the lawn when several moviegoers emerged from a 
side passage, chasing him for having interrupted the film. 

Shepard scratched his head. “ Oh well. ” He turned toward her. “ So 
do you wanna give it a try? ” 

Eva lowered her eyes. After a moment, she looked up. “You’ll stop 
anything bad?” 

“I’ll be right here.” 

She took a breath. “I don’t know if I can remember how.” 

“it’s like riding a bicycle,” he said. “You get on one and figure out 
you never forgot, or so they say.” 

Eva paused a moment. She nodded. She let her hands fall to her 
sides, and took a deep, ragged breath. She closed her eyes. 

“There’s no need to be so serious.” 

She opened one eye and looked at him. 

He put up his hands. “Okay. Okay.” 

She closed her eye. She let out a breath. Breathed in. Held it. 

And he’d been right, even with the infinite variants of the multi- 
verse thinning to oblivion, enough still remained, ghost forms, other 
Evas flashing in and out of existence across the rooftop, on the ground 
below, out in the air, numerous, cycling more and more rapidly as 
her feet came umoored from the rooftop, and she extended her arms, 
tilted back her head. And then she was gone, along with all the other 
versions of herself. 

He stood there in silence, listening to a door close below as the 
moviegoers once again filtered inside. He turned at the sound of foot¬ 
steps. He held out his hand, and Amirah took it. “How’s everything 
going?” she said. 
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“I don’t know.” 

He bent toward the eyepiece. Framed in it, two figures, small and 
otherwise indistinct, appeared to wave, standing there with their 
hands clasped, backlit by a campfire. 

He straightened. “Pretty fair.” He looked at her. “And I’m not 
just talking about you.” 

“I think,” she said, “you might talk a little too much.” 

“Really?” 

“No.” 

He smiled. “I’m insensitive, I know.” He stroked her hair. “I 
don’t feel like it’s even been a day. And here’re the girls all grown up. 
And off with Hope and... what’s his name? ” 

“Don’t be that way.” 

He still smiled. “I’m very happy. ” He shook his head. “I’m sure 
that she hasn’t killed him yet says something about him. ” 

She looked at him with faux anger mixed with a bit of amusement. 
And he laughed. He looked out toward the edge of what remained of 
the world, “it’s made me think, though.” He paused. “About what I 
owe Levi. ” He looked at her. “ After all, we are the godparents, aren’t 
we?” 

“The river,” she said, “is not going to contain them forever.” 

“ And it shouldn’t. ” He looked, again, out toward the edge of what 
remained of the world. “So maybe it’s time. ” He looked at her. 

She nodded. 

He looked back out toward the edge of what remained of the world. 
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“Who cares if the suuuuuuuuuuunnn smiiiiiiles? It ain’t rooooooo- 
ound no moooore.” Drive whistled and hummed in between lines, 
humming along with the engine as he continued on across the coun¬ 
tryside, the last evening of the world dark but for what light still 
streamed upwards over the edges of what remained of the world and 
illuminated the distant ridges with a gentle halo that was only barely 
discernible through the narrow view slit. “ Whaaaaaat do our liiii- 
iiiives maaaaatteeeeeeer at the eeeeeend of the woooooooorld?” The 
song wasn’t anything like a version of Panzerlied that Weird Al’d’ve 
done had he still been extant. “ Death can’tfiiiiind meeeeee. It don’t 
have my addreeeeeeeesssssss. Beeeeeeecause it’s aaaaaah tank. And 
taaaaanks don’t haaa —” His head snapped back and forward, his 
body almost thrown from the driver seat as the vehicle lurched. He 
jammed to a stop. He looked back through the darkened interior, 
his unpatched eye dark adjusted and able to discern everything, even 
with the minimal light streaming up over the edges of what remained 
of the world that’d been allowed through the view slit by whatever 
version slash variant of Maxwell’s Demon or its kith or kin was in 
charge of those things. He looked back as if there were a viewport 
or a window back there like there’d be in a car. “That was definitely 
a metallic sound.” He reversed, the machine jumping over some¬ 
thing in the opposite direction it’d done so before, though he was 
better prepared this time, and managed not to almost get unseated. 
He jammed to a stop. “Definitely a metallic sound.” He reached up 
and unfastened the hatch over the driver seat, shifted his eye-patch 
from one eye to the other as he pushed the hatch open and stood, 
looking out over the landscape. “What the hell’s metal doing out 
here?” Nothing but old cow pastures remained over the low rolling 
hills, treeline in the distance. He looked at the dark, torn-up spot 
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in the ground ahead. “What the hell’s that?” He climbed up out of 
the machine and dropped onto the ground, the motor still rumbling 
behind him, his ass feeling like it was still vibrating as he walked. 
He kicked loose sod away with his boot toe. “Oh, frackin hell.” He 
kicked what amount of the metal tube extended above the earth. 
“Oh, frackin hell.” He turned and went back to the tank, climbed 
up, dropped inside. A gentle roar remained in his ears even after he’d 
cut off the engine. “ Frackin goddamn work. ” He climbed out of the 
tank, again, this time carrying an old military-surplus entrenching 
tool. “Frackin goddamn work.” He unfolded the spade part and 
started to clear away the rest of the sod. “Frackin goddamn work— 
hey— ”—he banged against the hatch—“ —hey, open this goddamn 
thing up. ” He banged it again, the flimsy metal of the entrenching 
tool sounding like a cheap spoon against it. “Oh, frackin hell.” He 
turned and started back toward the tank, threw away the entrench¬ 
ing tool as he walked. “This’s where yuh need a frackin tank. ” He 
climbed on it, unstrapped the chain that’d been looped on back of the 
turret, and dropped it off, and climbed down to find the end and drag 
it across the open ground toward the hatch. “This’s where yuh need a 
frackin tank.” He attached it and hooked it back on itself, walking 
down and stretching out the length of it toward the tank, hooking 
the other end there on the front before he climbed up into it and 
started the engine. He yelled over the engine, “KNOCK KNOCK,” 
and reversed, pulling the chain taut with a multitude of metallic 
snaps, arrested motion jerking him back into the seat. “ COME ON. ” 
He revved the engine. All it did was tear up the sod. “FRACKIN 
HELL.” He moved forward enough to put some slack in the chain, 
stopped, climbed out with the motor idling. “Frackin hell.” And he 
disconnected the chain. “ I’LL FRACKIN SHOW YUH. ” He climbed 
into the driver seat, jammed the tracks opposite directions, spinning 
the machine round, jammed the one to match the other, and flung 
the machine into reverse, jammed to a stop. But when he’d climbed 
out and tugged the heavy chain, he found he’d ended up a couple 
feet too far away. “ OH, FRACKIN HELL! ” He dropped the chain 
and, spitting, climbed into the tank and jammed it into reverse, 
climbed out, found he’d backed over the chain, “FRACKIN HEEEE- 
EEELL,” and climbed in again and pulled forward. He panted as he 
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climbed in from re-hooking the chain. “ALRIGHT—FRACKIN 
WATCH THIS—” He powered forward, full throttle, jerking in the 
seat, but the machine continued on after that. “FRACKIN YEAH!” 
He stopped and reversed. “THIS’S WHAT A TANK’S GOOD FOR!” 
But when he stopped and climbed out, went over to look at the hatch, 
he found the hatch still in place and the chain missing, and when 
he backtracked, he found the end lying in the grass from where it’d 
come unhooked. “ GAH! ” He jerked it and drug it back into place, 
luckily, he’d backed over the length down the center of the tank. He 
huffed and climbed back in. “ ONE MORE TIME. ” He revved the en¬ 
gine. “ONE MORE FRACKIN TIME—” And he floored it, almost 
flying out of the seat when it jerked round him, almost smashing his 
face into the controls. He jammed to a stop, standing and climbing 
out through the driver hatch, swapping his eye-patch, looking back 
over the dark stretch of heavy chain lying in the grass, the hatch con¬ 
nected to the end of it, lying lopsided there. “ FRACKIN YEAH! ” He 
dropped down into the machine and cut off the engine. He climbed 
out again, dropped off the side. “This’s what yuh have a frackin tank 
for. ” He whistled a few bars of that sendup of Panzerlied as he strolled 
toward the pile of up-churned earth that lay around the newly uncov¬ 
ered tube. He knelt and looked down into it, switched his eye-patch, 
but even then still couldn’t discern anything in the blackness below. 
He whistled as he turned and walked back to the tank, climbed up 
on it, and knelt and stuck his head inside and stretched and reached 
for a headlamp, whistled as he carried it back swinging on his fingers. 
He stretched the band around his head, reached up, couldn’t find the 
button, took it off and turned it over, refitted it round his head. He 
clicked it on. The leds illuminated the immediate first few rungs 
of a metal ladder, but nothing more. He whistled as he mounted it, 
starting down into the darkness. After a while, he couldn’t discern 
any light above, but looking down, there still wasn’t anything, so it 
almost seemed as if they’d invented a ladder version of the treadmill. 
His whistling, eventually turning to humming, echoed against the 
round metal walls. Finally, he looked down and saw something other 
than blackness below, the led lights faintly reflecting off concrete. 
And he dropped off the ladder, landing in a squat, looking round. 
“ HEEEEEEEEEELLLLLLLLLOOOOOOOOO.” His voice echoed 
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to and fro through the corridor and those corridors that lay beyond. 
He walked into the darkness, finding a branch ahead, the floor the 
only apparently flat surface throughout the tubular metal tunnels. He 
paused and looked at a wall, humming. Rust’d corrupted several of the 
advertisements painted there, like some kind of pox. But that’s what 
they got when they went lowest bidder. Ahead, overhead, an lcd tv 
hung anchored to the wall on a short arm, the screen blank black. 
They most often occurred at junctions. Fortunately, without power, 
whatever ads’d run on them were permanently stuck as decaying cells 
in a collection of distant nand arrays, somewhere. It’d been supposed 
that one day, had the human race gone extinct before the end of the 
world slash universe slash multiverse, or whatever they were in, had 
they gone extinct before that, aliens, or something like them’d’ve 
found these devices, and eventually, through some means, though 
the details of such was never exactly specified, but eventually aliens 
would find these artifacts and decrypt the information contained 
there on and there within. Though, this was only the expression of 
the genetic-born desire to propagate the thochtasphere, even if it’d by 
then become divorced from the human genetic genetisphere that’d 
spawned it. However, with no aliens in sight, and the end of the uni¬ 
verse very much so, this hope for a lateral thocht transference’d been, 
in the consideration of those who considered these things, most likely 
aborted. However, those who’d invested money in the possibility of 
expanding the market for their respective products to alien markets 
still held out hope, at least the couple who still existed still did so. He 
hummed as he continued down the passage. 

“Who’reyou?” 

Drive stopped, looked down, his headlamp illuminating the little 
girl just ahead. 

“Drive.” 

“That’s not a name.” 

“it’s my name.” 

She bit her lip and considered this. “Are you a new teacher?” 
She wore an oversized pink-white-striped shirt, the fabric somewhat 
stained and dirty, torn in a few places. 

“Hell no.” 

She glared at him. “That’s a bad word.” 
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“Yeah.” 

“You’re not s’posed to say bad words. ” 

“Don’t care.” 

She was at a loss for a reply to this. So she said, “Do you wanna see 
my egg?” 

“Sure.” 

She moved toward him, and squatting and setting her flashlight 
on the concrete, rose to remove something from the front pocket of 
her striped shirt, cradling it in both hands, holding up the painted 
Easter egg. 

“Nice.” 

She appreciated his appreciation and lowered her hands, looking 
at it and appreciating it herself. “Everybody wants tuh play lord of 
the flies,” she said. She shook her head, still looking down at the egg 
in her hands. “I don’t like that game.” She looked up. “What game 
are you playing? ” 

“Life.” 

“Is it a fun game?” 

“Sometimes.” 

She looked down at her egg again, carefully slipped it into the front 
pocket of her shirt. And she squatted and picked up her flashlight 
and straightened and looked up at him. “Are you here to finish the 
tunnel so we can graduate?” 

“No.” 

She looked down. “ Oh. ” She looked up. “ Do you wanna see the 
tunnel?” 

“Okay.” 

She took his hand, guiding him along the corridors. “ We’re s’posed 
to show new students round,” she said. “But we never get any new 
students. ” They walked through the passages, her guiding the way. 
“ Can I have one of those flashlights like goes on your head like that?” 
She looked up at him as they walked. 

“Don’t have another one with me. ” 

“ Oh. ” She looked ahead and sighed. She raised hers, a large red- 
and-yellow plastic child’s one. “Mine’s so sad.” She clicked it on, 
held it up. “See.” 

“Just needs new batteries.” 
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“ But we can’t find no more. ” She clicked-ofFthe light. “ Randolph 
says we’re supposed to save power. ” She looked up at him. “ Do you 
have any batteries? ” 

“Not on me.” 

She sighed. They turned at the junction, a dead lcd tv hanging 
overhead and a toothpaste mural just beyond, the girl shivering as 
the led headlamp so clearly illuminated those faces with so brightly 
brilliant revealed teeth. The smell of raw earth prickled their nostrils. 
The girl stopped, released his hand to point, “it all caved in. See?” 
Drive looked over the tapered run of earth that’d flowed into the end 
of the tunnel. “How’re we s’posed to graduate if they don’t finish the 
tunnel to the highschool?” 

“Don’t know.” 

She turned to look up at him. “But you’re an adult,” she said. 
“You’re s’posed to know things.” She grabbed his hand, tugged him 
back down the passage. “Randolph says we gotta play lord of the 
flies ’cause no adults are round.” She pulled him along. “So since 
you’re here, come tell’m we don’t have to play anymore. I wanna play 
something else.” 

Various rectangular cutouts’d been slotted into the tubular walls, 
housing closed doors and darkened doorways, which they passed till 
they came to one with muffled noise carrying from the far side. She 
looked up at him, still ahold of his hand. “You see?” 

“No.” 

She sighed. She let go of his hand and reached up to open the door. 
Flashlight beams stroked their faces amid cries and screams and yells. 

Everyone froze under the cold gaze of the new bright light that 
appeared in the doorway, bright eyes and finger-painted faces staring 
at them. 

“See,” the girl said, and stepping through the doorway, she placed 
her light in a cubby and marched forward. “We’re not gonna play 
lord of the flies no more. ” She glared upwards at the face-painted 
boy crouched on one of the desks. 

And he glared down at her. “idiot. There ain’t no adults round. 
We’re s’posed to play lord of the flies when there’s no adults round.” 

“He’s an adult.” She pointed back at the doorway without break¬ 
ing eye contact with the older boy. 
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The boy looked up, squinting into the bright leds strapped to 
Drive’s forehead, looking as if he only acknowledge his presence 
because he had to. “Stranger.” He rose, stretching out his arm and 
pointing. “Stranger! Stranger!” 

The other children began to chant. “Stranger! Stranger! 
Stranger!” 

“Stop it! ” The girl balled her fists. 

Slowly, the children’s chanting morphed into song. “... if there’s a 
stranger ...” The sound carrying through the classroom like a badly 
tuned imitation of a children’s choir. “... you ’re in danger ...” Made 
all the worse by the necessarily a cappella nature of it. 

“Stop it! ” The girl turned and grabbed an empty puzzle box from 
off another desk and jerked round and slammed it down on the boy’s 

“ A A AAA A A A AAA A A A AAA A A A AAA A A A AAA A A A ” And the 
boy, in screaming in this fashion that was totally beyond any phys¬ 
iological response, tumbled backwards from the force of his own 
acting, struck his elbow on another desk, and rolled into the floor. 
He stumbled up, clutching his arm. “YOU STUPID—” 

“I’M NOT STUPID!” 

But even with them both standing on the floor, because of the 
differences in age and genetics, he still glared down at her, and she 
still glared up at him. 

“IDIOT!” He shoved her back, the girl falling to the floor, clutch¬ 
ing at her pocket. “ STUPID! ” 

“ Ooooooh. ” Several of the other children cooed. “ Randolph loves 
Celia. Randolph loves Celia.” 

The boy jerked round. “ Shut up! ” 

But they continued: “Randolph loves Celia.” 

The girl’d struggled up in this time, instinctively protecting her 
shirt pocket with one hand. And looking round at the chanting 
children in the dark waving their weak flashlights, the boy scowled, 
turned his attention on Drive. He pointed. “He’s here to shoot the 
school!” 

The chanting slowed, dropped off, the other children’s eyes turning 
on Drive, though they squinted because of the brightness of the 
LEDS. 
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A girl holding a stuffed bear against her chest uncrossed one of her 
arms and shielded her eyes. “Are you gonna shoot us?” 

“LOCKDOWN! LOCKDOWN!” One of the finger-painted boys 
ran across the room with his arms in the air. 

Other children chanted. “Lockdown. Lockdown. Don’t run 
around. Lockdown. Lockdown. Shut the door or you’ll aaaaaaall fall 
down. ” 

Celia, who’d wandered back across the room, still instinctually 
protecting the egg in her front shirt pocket with one hand, looked 
up at Drive. “Make them stop.” 

“Why?” 

“Because you are an adult.” 

One of the nearby boys, who’d been staring at him a long time, 
squinting, said, “Are you a pirate?” 

“I have been.” 

“Do you have a ship?” 

“No.” 

“How can you be a pirate without a ship?” 

Other children, who’d continued on with the song over these 
conversations, began to quiet down. 

“I have a tank.” 

“ A tank with a GUN! ” 

“Yeah.” 

“That’s so cool.” The boy threw up his arms. “Buuuushhhuuuuuu. 
Boooom.” 

Some of the other children giggled. 

After a moment of this, Randolph stood there looking hard into 
the headlamp, his eyes twitching as he tried not to squint and tried 
not to blink. “Why don’t you just go away?” 

“No,” Celia said. She turned. “Playing lord of the flies is boring.” 

“it doesn’t matter if it’s boring,” Randolph snapped, “it’s what 
we’re s’posed to do when no one’s round.” 

“Yeah,” another kid said. “A teacher said it from a book.” 

“But,” Celia said, “there’s an adult here now.” 

“STRANGER! ” Randolph finally blinked, welled tears breaking 
out of the corner of one eye. 

“ HE’S NOT A STRANGER! ” 
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“YEAH—” Randolph gesticulated. “Then what’s his name?” 

Celia paused. 

“Hah!” Randolph pointed. “Stranger! Stranger!” 

Another couple children joined in the chant. 

Celia turned toward Drive and looked up at him. “Do something, ” 
she said. “You are an adult. ” 

“What?” 

“Adult things.” 

He paused. “This’s all getting kind of boring,” he said. “And I’m 
hungry.” 

“I’m hungry, too,” A girl said. 

“Yeah.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Yeah, me too.” 

“Me too.” 

“And me.” 

“Oh, just shut up,” Randolph said. “Being hungry’s just part of 
playing lord of the flies.” 

“Then I don’t wanna play anymore. ” 

“Yeah.” 

“We have to play. That’s what we’re s’posed to do when no one’s 
round. Are yuns all stupid?” 

“You’re stupid,” Celia said. 

One student said, “Yeah,” somewhere in the darkened classroom, 
but everyone else mulled that in silence. 

The mid-Ks luminescence of the leds diminished, prompting 
Celia to turn, bootsteps receding down the hall. She ran toward the 
door, looked out into the corridor. “Where’re you going?” 

Drive stopped and turned. “To get somethin’ to eat. ” 

“ Can we... Can we come? ” 

Other faces peeked round the edges of the doorway. 

“No.” Randolph barged up and shoved Celia, pushed her out into 
the hall. “You can’t go off with strangers. ” He stepped out into the 
hall, glaring at Drive. 

Celia sniffed, pushing herself off the floor, and protecting her front 
shirt pocket with one hand, shoved him, but he was too much mass 
for her to budge. 
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Drive turned and started down the passage. 

“Yeah,” Randolph hollered. “You’d better get outa here. You’re 
not s’posed to be in here. ” 

Drive paused, sighed. He could already hear Primary and Ego 
screaming at him. He turned. “My sister makes pancakes, if yuh 
wanna eat with us.” And he turned and started along the passage 
again. 

Weak flashlight beams shown on Randolph and Celia, both still 
out there in the passage glaring at each other, faces and bodies crowd¬ 
ing into the door frame. Celia only broke the contest to glance to¬ 
ward the retreating light of the headlamp, Drive disappearing round 
a junction. 

“Now,” Randolph said, and he looked toward those crowded in 
the doorway. “ We gotta make a sacrifice. ” 

“Tuhfooey,” Celia said. Several of the others gasped at what they 
thought had to’ve been a bad word. She shoved him. “ Playing lord of 
the flies is stupid.” She stuck her tongue out at him. And she turned 
and started up the passage. 

“You’re not s’posed to leave,” Randolph hollered. 

“Wait,” Celia called. She hurried down the passage. 

“YOU’RE GONNA GET ABDUCTED.” Randolph stood there, 
could only hear her bare feet faintly resounding in the distance, the 
patter echoing through the junctions, “idiot.” He turned toward 
those filling the doorway. “Well, hurry up. We’re s’posed to make a 
sacrifice.” But none of them moved. “Well, come on.” 

“I want pancakes,” one of them finally said. 

“Yeah.” 

Randolph said, “ You can’t have pancakes and play lord of the flies. ” 

“Well... maybe we won’t play lord of the flies. ” The owner of the 
voice was unidentifiable to Randolph, so he had to try and look at 
them all at once. 

“You have to play. That’s what we’re s’posed to do. There aren’t 
any adults. And we’re s’posed to play lord of the flies when there aren’t 
any adults round. ” 

“But pancakes...” 
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Huffing, Celia rounded the corner of a passageway, her bare feet 
clomping against the cool semi-smooth concrete. “Wait!” She 
paused, bent over, huffed, hands on her knees, which’d peeked from 
beneath the bottom of her shirt the whole way as she’d run. She 
looked up, still breathing hard, looking at the general halo of light 
in the distance attached to Drive’s forehead, where he’d stopped and 
looked over his shoulder. Still breathing hard, Celia pulled herself 
upright and moved toward him, no longer running flat out, but not 
being slow about it either. She looked up at him, the light spilling 
over her face, her eyes watering. Drive reached up and adjusted the 
angle of the headlamp. “ Can I... ” She cleared her throat. “Would it 
be alright if I came with you?” 

“Okay.” 

Celia nodded. 

Drive turned and continued down the passage, hands aimlessly 
in his pockets. Silently, Celia kept stride with him, though she still 
breathed hard, necessarily due to the individual lengths of their re¬ 
spective legs, obviously, more extensive physical exertion required on 
her part to keep the same pace. 

As she regained her breath, it and the sounds of their collective 
footsteps the only sounds, sounds that dully resounded against the 
solid passageways, she said, “ Is it very far... where you’re from? ” 

“Not really.” 

She nodded to herself and touched her fingers to the front pocket 
in her shirt. “ I’ve never been up there before. ” He didn’t reply to this; 
it seemed obvious and likely; he’d never had appropriate replies for 
obvious and likely statements. Celia glanced up at him as they walked. 
“ Or at least... I don’t think I’ve been. ” She looked thoughtfully at 
the barely illuminated passageways ahead. “ I guess I don’t remember 
anything before the pee pee kay.” But then again, most didn’t, on 
account of the typical amount of brain development present at the age 
most were inducted, recall anything prior to pre-pre-kindergarten. 
Though, in rare cases, some did, a select few, the ones who, usually, 
could claim some sort of memory, at least on the physical level, of 
exiting the womb, or something like it, or the time just before. “The 
teachers all said it was scary up there.” She looked up at him. 

“Depends on what you’re scared of.” 
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She looked ahead as they turned a corner. “Do they have spiders 
up there, too?” 

He didn’t ask if she was afraid of spiders. If he’d done so, she’d’ve 
said, “No, they’re fun,” and giggled. “Don’t you think they’re neat? 
But the teachers say I’m not supposed to like’m because I’ma girl. ” 

Instead, he said, “Yeah.” 

And she nodded to herself. 

The way he’d entered hadn’t been designed as a main entry point, 
in fact, had only been installed due to various sets of state building 
codes and strictures relating to the relation of the number of egress 
points to ingress points in a government-contracted structure, and 
hadn’t ever actually been meant to be used, only checked off on a form, 
and for various reasons’d been plumbed in after the fact, which’s why 
it was in such an out of the way place, and, from the inside, roughly 
impossible for anyone under seven foot to reach without assistance, 
which’s why he stood there beneath the hole, looking up into it, the 
headlamp illuminating the bottom of the ladder. 

And because of the otherwise relative quiet, other than their own 
breathing, that is, it allowed them to hear the vague stampeding - 
esque sound of bare feet slapping against the semi-smooth concrete 
floor as the waves of such slowly dopplered toward them, the column 
stopping partways down the passageway, Randolph at their head. And 
he marched across the open space between them and grabbed Celia’s 
arm. “You gotta—” She jerked away. He grabbed at her arm. “You 
gotta come—” 

She jerked away. “Go away, you—jerk.” 

The other children gasped and or giggled. “She said a bad word.” 

Randolph grabbed her arm. “You can’t go off with strangers. Y— 
OW!” He released her and rubbed the back of his neck, jerking round. 
His eyes contracted as he stared into the blueish leds strapped to 
Drive’s forehead, only able to barely discern Drive’s hand shifting, a 
rubber band hoolahooping round his index finger. 

Pulling his hand away from his neck, Randolph turned on Celia. 
“You can’t go up there. You know what’ll happen. They’ll fly a plane 
into yuh. Blooey.” He motioned with his arms wide. 

“I don’t care. ” She stepped toward Drive. 

The other children piled into the narrow corridor looked on. 
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Randolph glanced back at them, then straightened and turned and 
faced Drive, balled his fists. “This isn’t how it’s s’posed to be.” He 
clenched his fists till his untrimmed nails bit into his palms. “ This 
isn’t how it’s s’posed to be at all!” 

“Ain’t no s’posed to be,” Drive said. And he slipped the rubber 
band back into his pocket. 

“ The teacher said the books said —” 

“Anyone can write anything,” Drive said. And he tilted back his 
head and looked up at the ladder. He could reach it with a jump, no 
problem. But he’d have to lift her up. And— 

“ Are there really pancakes up there? ” The line of children’d slowly 
closed in, almost ringed him, or ringed him as well as they could, 
only able to occupy one end of the dead-end passage. Drive looked 
down at them, the led light falling over their dirty faces. 

“Yeah.” 

A whisper went back through the children. 

“ And can we... can we come to? ” 

He envisioned the tank packed full’a the lot of’em. And he’d’ve 
said no; after all, what was the use of spending the end of the world 
hauling a bunch’a kids round? But he also clearly envisioned, more 
clearly than he’d envisioned the filled tank, because envisioning his 
older and younger sisters yelling at him and generally busting his 
ass merely had to be recalled from short-term storage, rather than 
invented and rendered in his mind’s eye. He sighed. “Fine.” 

Randolph, of course, was livid, just the newly set shape of his face 
attested to that. “H—” But before he could say anything more, 
several of the children in the back’d shouted and yelled. Bare feet 
struck semi-smooth concrete. And dim flashlights packed in all the 
way back through the tunnel, small bodies pouring in from all the 
numerous side passages hidden in the darkness. 

“Oh, crap.” Several giggled at his bad words. 

One little girl came up to him and said, “You’re not s’posed to say 
bad words. ” And he looked down at her, the light momentarily fully 
illuminating her face, before he looked up again, looked down the 
passageway. 

“There’s really no adults here?” 

Celia shook her head. “They all got buried in the tunnel.” 
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Originally, many teachers’d worked second jobs to make proverbial 
ends meet, (incidentally, some claimed this term slash phrase should 
be spelled with an ‘a’, as it was said there was an object, that is, a 
literal type of substance, once known as ‘ends meat’, though no 
one as of yet’d been able to produce a sample of such.) However, 
that’d come to an end through state legislation, which’d decreed 
that any and all secondary or tertiary employments and any hobbies 
undertaken by teachers and community college instructors must be 
pre-approved by the state in order not to conflict with what the state 
considered their primary occupation. However, since it’d technically 
been schoolwork, construction of a said facility for such, that is, 
it’d seemed reasonably within the purview of their respective job 
descriptions to require them to aid in the various manual activities 
involved in the construction of said facility, with no increase in pay. 
Initially, as some theorist’d argued, such policies were part of the 
reason for a so-called teacher drain from the state for proverbial 
greener pastures. Though, that’d been ended when other states’d 
ceased to exist. Which was timely in that it spared the legislature the 
necessity to devote time to crafting a set of laws dealing with that 
situation. However, the problem proved to be that that fortuitousness 
gave with one hand and took away with the other, opening a block 
of time in which they could’ve potentially done almost anything 
and which quite a lot of nervous energy’d been (both metaphorically 
and in terms of calories) spent in filling that block of time with 
anything that could be used to ignore the fact that they could’ve 
done anything, though no one had yet, on those few corners of the 
internet that still remained, and there were only a few, no one had yet 
come to devise a satisfactory term for this phenomena slash period, 
or at least, a term that sounded sufficiently professional, however, 
even without a term to describe it, everyone involved had breathed 
quite a few sighs of relief at its passing. Notably during this time so 
many of the legislators’d retreated toward the men’s restroom that 
it’d been rendered impossible to get anything done in there, which’d 
necessitated a sort of overflow into the facilities next door. 

Celia tugged on his pant leg, and Drive looked down at her. “Why 
don’t we go out the other way? ” 

“ Other way? ” 
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“You can’t go out that way,” Randolph said. He stood with his 
arms crossed over his bare chest. “That way’s only for coming in. ” 
“Not if you go out that way too,” she said. She took Drive’s hand. 
“It’s this way.” And she led him through the throng of children, his 
headlamp lighting dirty faces, reflecting in eyes wide-black from so 
long in dimness. And they followed them down the passage, dim 
flashlights waving in the darkness. The smell of raw oil bloomed out 
of the distance, enveloping them, along with the stench of old metal, 
as they emerged into a larger, darkened area across which the beam 
from Drive’s headlamp scattered too much to be useful, unable to 
penetrate that veil of distance. “ Over here. ” Celia pulled him along, 
a oblong, rusting, yellow school bus emerging from the darkness as 
they approached, though, in wading through the space, it’d’ve seemed 
as appropriate to describe it as, and maybe just as accurately to record, 
that it moved toward them, as who could know what’d been floating 
out there in the darkness? Drive’s headlamp scattered and reflected 
through bus headlights, giving it the momentary impression that 
it, in fact, might’ve been some type of alive, after all, who’d ever 
conceived a satisfactory definition of life, anyway? There’d been 
a story repeated, a thochtic construct that still lived on some still 
spinning hard drives of what few segments were left of the internet, 
even if they weren’t widely accessible, if at all, but there’d been an 
anecdote about a science fiction writer who, every time he heard a 
new definition for what science fiction was, wrote a science fiction 
story that broke the rules of that definition. (This referred-to-science- 
fiction writer, however, had long before, even before the beginning 
of the end of the world, died, and it did not refer to the science-fiction 
writer still extant in the county, who happened to also be the then 
only extant veteran of wwii.) And if he’d been online (not the war 
veteran, though he wasn’t a veteran, either, that is Gordon wasn’t a 
veteran, but the veteran was) but if he’d been online and privy to such 
a set of conversations invoking such or similar, rather than standing 
out back of the old highschool building holding a cigarette and a 
plastic cup of punch to get momentarily away from all the “ coupling” 
going on inside, Gordon’d’ve claimed it had more to do with the 
limits of human labeling systems, rather than proclaim anything of 
cosmic or esoteric importance, as he momentarily lifted the plastic 



cup of punch toward the general non-direction it could be assumed 
Asheville and the former fbi satellite offices’d once been. So the 
situation with the definition of life could be likened to something 
like that situation too. 

Celia still held Drive’s hand. “ So... what do yuh think? ” 

“Don’t know.” He moved toward the bus, and she released his 
hand, standing there watching him. It smelled old. Worse on the 
inside. He toyed with a rubber band as he looked back through it. It 
didn’t matter that the key wasn’t in the ignition; the gas’d probably 
already gone bad in the tank. Still playing with the rubber band, he 
looked out through the dusty windshield at all the pale flashlights 
gathered out there. And he groaned. 

“it won’t run,” he said, as he stepped down out of it. Those faces 
immediately viewable were crestfallen. Celia said, “Are you sure?” 
“There’s no key.” 

“We could find one,” someone said. 

“You gots to have a specific one,” someone said. 

“it don’t matter no way,” Randolph said. He stood there with his 
arms crossed. “ You can’t go out’a way that’s only meant for goin’ in. ” 
Aimlessly, still playing with a rubber band, Drive walked across 
the open space, other buses appearing out of the darkness, parked 
on either side, dim flashlights following him in the distance like so 
many fireflies, till he came to the chained large metal doors set into 
the concrete walls. He looked up at them as he played with the rubber 
band one-handed. 

The ground, that is, the ground above them as well as that below, 
and to all other sides, shook, trembled. 

Someone said, “W...what’s that?” 


In a distant corner of the county, Fuaran Dam ceased to exist, a wall 
of water that’d constituted the lake rushing downstream, sweeping 
up trees and debris, draining away to reveal what’d remain submerged 
beneath it, the town that’d been abandoned to make its construction 
possible, submerged so long before, the banks of the Tuckasegee over¬ 
flowing, carrying away trees that’d already been so undermined and 
close to uprooting, debris, eventually, carried on its long circuitous 
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route through the valleys of the county, collecting against the trestle 
bridge below Presbyterian, the weight of the water against all that 
debris finally unseating the bridge and carrying it downstream, as 
well, lodging it in the not-so-distant bend, water surging onward 
to submerge the sewage plant that’d so-far only barely escaped the 
rising tied, washing the peers from the Helena bridge, asphalt and 
concrete collapsing into raging, black-and-white water, all of that 
rushing, churning, force hurtling towards the edge of what remained 
of the world, the earliest waves rolling off to separate into great sweep¬ 
ing torrents of beaded mists, twinkling in the light that streamed 
upwards from beneath what remained of the world, whale song car¬ 
rying through the night sky, none of them able to fight the deluge, 
buffeted downstream by it, no matter how hard they fought. 


Drive looked disinterestedly up at the ceiling. Still playing with the 
rubber band with the fingers of one hand, he turned and aimlessly 
walked back between the buses, toward the way they’d entered. 

“Wait,” Celia called. She ran up to him. “Are you leaving?” 

Drive shot the rubber band into the distance, it landing somewhere 
in the darkness between two distant school buses. As if there were a 
time-traveling radio stuck on somewhere, he could hear his sisters 
screaming at him. He stopped walking and turned, hands still in his 
pockets, Celia stopping too, at a distance. “I can’t do it. I’m only 
one. ” 

“One what?” 

He didn’t reply. But he didn’t turn away and start walking again, 
either. “Gahhh.” He jerked his fists out of his pockets. Several of the 
nearby children fell back, eyes momentarily wide. He stood there and 
sighed, tilting back his head, closing his unpatched eye. “Fine.” He 
lowered his head and opened his eye. “ I’ll try. ” He looked at Celia. 
He glanced around at firefly weak flashlight beams. “Everybody’d 
better get close. ” But no one moved. Even Celia just looked at him 
perplexed. He just stood there in silence. After a moment, Celia 
started toward him. And after a few more moments, so did the rest 
of the children, all of them crowding round him, Randolph among 
them, only in the throng from having been pushed by the mass of 


463 



diminutive bodies, and he stood there with his arms crossed, face 
set, tall enough to see over almost everyone else, taller, even, than 
most of the girl’s who’d started to rush ahead of the rest of the boys 
their same age, they, already quick to parrot that girls matured faster 
than boys, everyone, including the teachers that’d told them this, 
forgetting that getting there faster implicitly meant that everyone 
got to, roughly, the same place, just some faster than others—the 
same mistake, Drive’d long figured from experience, they’d long 
made with the so-called gifted program—but he (Randolph) stood 
there watching as Drive removed the patch and looked upwards, using 
both his eyes. 
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An old truck, driven by an old man who had two rifles in the rack 
on the rear window and who, between the ancientness of the Ford 
and those, had no immediate concern over any positive or negative 
definitions of himself, traveled at a walking pace down the road. 
Augusta tried to ignore him and what he called through the window. 
She’d finally discarded the bilious robes. Her clothes continued to 
dry. Though, the white dress shirt fabric, as it often tended to on 
cheap shirts, showed through too easily, revealing a complete lack 
of a bra, that being, of course, something she’d never needed to buy 
till then. She walked along the edge of the road, the driver still in no 
hurry to pass her, till she turned onto the gravel drive that led up to 
the old school, and toward all the cars parked there, the various lights 
visible through the windows set rhythmically in all that mortar and 
stone. Then, finally, the truck went on down the road. She stopped 
at a sound, a momentary flare of light in the darkness near the cars. 

“Sorry.” Clive stepped out into the pale illumination. “Didn’t 
mean to startle you.” He drew on his cigarette and blew smoke 
into the pale light that weakly emerged through the dust-covered 
window panes. “ Can’t smoke real ones around anyone anymore. ” 
He’d found his way outside after going out the back of the building 
when his bladder’d started screaming at him (in the metaphorical 
sense) and the line to the restrooms’d been too long. And afterward 
he’d rounded the building, finding some kind of ease in watching 
the empty road at night. He took another draw from the cigarette, 
motioned with it after he withdrew it from between his lips. “The 
party is still going on.” He expelled smoke through his nose. “I don’t 
think there’s such a thing as being late to this one. ” 

She stood there in silence, just listening to his voice, having recog¬ 
nized it instantly. 
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“The food’s good,” he said. Though, he was only hiding in banter 
what she was hiding in silence. Finally, he dropped the cigarette onto 
the gravel and rubbed it into the small, compacted stones with his 
shoe. He’d never been the kind of man to believe in love at first sight. 
Of course, neither had she. But that didn’t particularly matter as they 
stepped toward one another, Clive bending down to kiss her, Augusta 
stretching upward to kiss him. 


466 



And out there, over distant ridges, tumbling end over end, everyone 
securely harnessed into their stations, finally, one of the practice drills 
wasn’t actually a practice drill, and everything live fire came pouring 
out of the vessel, pouring massive explosions into the void out there, 
as if they’d been fireworks, silent in the distance, the distance and the 
void and the disintegration of everything rendering them as tame as 
fireworks, or maybe really high-powered fireworks. But terrible and 
beautiful, nonetheless. 

Silent, as stated, they were visible through the large windows that 
lined the main dining room, half those children eating platefuls 
of pancakes looking over the table and out through those windows 
as they chewed, the other half, the ones with their backs to those 
windows, having turned round in their seats, pancakes still in hand. 
Drive glanced that way, out over what remained of the distant ridges, 
as he passed down along the table, one hand in one of his pants 
pockets, playing with the last couple rubber bands he had left. He 
didn’t bother to think about the buses—anymore, at least—standing 
out there amid all that up-churned earth, beat up and pock marked, 
one of them having turned purple, one end or the other half buried, 
protruding crooked into the air, as if to give him the finger for being 
only half of something, all of it looking like some kind of hinge 
dedicated to automobiles and gasoline worship, except that one of 
them’d turned into a giant cast-iron clothes iron, obviously, spoiling 
the harmony of the whole. But he didn’t think about it. 

He shot a rubber band at the nose of some mythological creature 
encased in a large painting in a gilded frame that hung on a distant 
wall. 

Light flashed through the windows, trying to burn shadows into 
the walls and floors and ceilings. 
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He readjusted his eye-patch from one side to the other, for no 
particular reason. 
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And out there, if looking from exactly the right point, a pink 1967 
Ford Mustang convertible arced over those massive explosions, driven 
by Michael Grant, or GodsFistsOfFury3i6, or GoldStarLesbian32, 
names only extant on paper files in a disintegrating courthouse, or on 
the collective hard drives and router caches of a crumbling internet, 
him and slash or her or they who’d liberated it after escaping from 
the detention camp with everyone else, driving it as fast as it would 
go, as if there’d remained deputies to give chase, driving while fitting 
the oxygen mask, the bottle rolling round in the passenger seat, 
driving it with the speedometer pegged out, out toward where the 
four-lane’d crumbled over the edge of what remained of the world, 
up the still extant side of Cowee, accelerating off into the void, now, 
still up there, looking out at all those terribly beautiful fireworks, as 
the pink 1967 Mustang convertible slowly rotated along its trajectory. 

This wasn’t visible through the small windows in the kitchen. 
And even if it’d’ve been, Celia’d’ve been too concerned to notice. 
She stood in the doorway, it itself a rock-lined arch, looking as if 
one might expect to step through it down into a dungeon, rather 
than a kitchen, but she didn’t think about this as she looked round. 
She started to say something. Primary, near the fireplace, bowl 
against her stomach, stood turned away, and hadn’t heard Celia’s 
bare feet on either the carpet or the hardwood or the stone that led 
down here. 

“Have you...” 

Primary turned. But Celia paused, looking at the half-empty bowl 
revealed behind her, as Primary automatically and unconsciously 
cracked an egg on the edge of the batter bowl and opened it one- 
handed so the clear and liquid gold flowed down and sat atop the off- 
white mixture, waiting to be folded in, tears welling, in the figurative 


469 



sense, from the core of the little girl’s being, and in the literal literal 
sense from the suddenly over-saturated glands at the corners of her 
eyes, which’d started to overflow without warning, much like all that 
water that’d been behind Fuaran darn’d done, when someone touched 
her on the shoulder. She turned. 

“You should keep an eye on this. ” Drive offered her the egg. “Or 
you’ll lose it.” 

Celia sniffled and took it in both hands. She wiped her nose with 
the rolled-up sleeve of her oversized shirt, and smiled up at him, and 
cradled the egg against the front of her shirt in one hand so she could 
wrap her free arm around his pants legs, only to pull away and run 
out of the kitchen, covering her face. 

Primary stood there with the bowl against her stomach, whisking, 
and she glanced up from the pan, at him. 

“What?” 

But she didn’t say anything. 

Drive grumbled and shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’m going 
out. ” He turned to go back through the doorway. “ Can a guy go out 
round’ere?” 

But Primary didn’t say anything. 

He turned through one of the passages that came out under the 
main stairs, the doorway disguised in the paneling, only openable 
from the outside by depressing a carved flower in the decorative chair 
rail. He sighed, standing there with his hands in his pockets, looking 
round at nothing. He looked over his shoulder. “How many times 
yuh gonna read that? ” 

Reciprocal sat there on the stairs with a stack of manga. “Till the 
world ends.” 

“But they discontinued that, ” he said, “it’s never gonna have no 
ending. ” 

“I’ve decided I don’t care.” 

“ A— ” He looked up to see someone descending the stairs, a bunch 
of clothes in her arms, the clothes she’d had to find to wear when 
she’d woken one time and nothing would fit. Now, the skirt and 
blouse haphazardly fitted over her frame made her look like she’d 
taken a ride on a tornado and’d been dropped where she couldn’t’ve 
known. She walked down the stairs barefoot. 
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She stopped at the bottom, standing there with the clothes in her 
arms as she looked at Reciprocal. “Um...” 

Reciprocal looked up. 

“ I just...” The woman cleared her throat. “ I just wanted to say... I 
wanted to say that I’m... sorry for what we... I... anything I might’ve 
said a long time ago about...” She paused. “... yes... ” And she 
turned as if to go out the front, but turned, again, toward Reciprocal. 
“Can I ask you... I mean... Isitdiff... I mean... Um... Are you mad 
or... anything? Because... I mean... because some of us wanted to... 
go back... ? I mean—not that. I mean... since you had to spend so 
much time... and money ...Iguess...and...um...andtheonesofus 
it.. .just... happened to are... just... do you think we’re... throwing 
it away... ? It’s just... you know... well... I didn’t really wanna be... 
aman... So...I...” She paused. “So...” She paused. “I’m not... 
I’m not trying to say anything against you... I... ” She paused. “ I... 
I’m...sorry....” She turned, all those clothes still bunched up in 
her arms. She turned back, opened her mouth. But she didn’t say 
anything. She turned and went down the hall and opened the front 
door as best she could with all those clothes still piled in her arms. 

“Did you understand that?” Reciprocal said. 

Drive shrugged. “People’re weird.” 

He turned and wandered down the hall, hands in his pockets, 
ignoring the sounds of the silence of the audience and the sounds of 
a movie that sneaked out through a barely open set of double doors. 
He wound his way through the halls and out onto one of the many 
back patios. The tank sat out there on the grass, still chained to the 
only bus he’d managed, after no small amount of time, to arrange 
to land on its wheels, the thing dented and dinged from the effort, 
to the point it was a borderline miracle the steering’d remained 
functional enough. 

Randolph stood out there near it, still barefoot in the grass. The 
sheep, the de facto residential grounds keepers, had gotten used to 
him, but’d looked up when Drive emerged onto the patio and started 
across their buffet. 

Drive stopped near the tank, hands still in his pockets. “ Pancakes, ” 
he said. 

“Yeah.” Randolph looked round at the countryside. 
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Drive turned toward the bus. He paused. “Yuh did a good job 
steering.” 

“I know that,” Randolph said. His stomach growled. 

Drive climbed up onto the tank, turned to see Randolph step onto 
the patio and start inside. He sat on top of the turret, looking up 
at the top of the house, the edges of the architecture set against the 
black void beyond, as he worked his hand into his pocket. He sat 
playing with the rubber band when something tapped against the 
armored tank, and he looked over to see a piece of spherical glass 
momentarily twinkle in the dim light as it rolled off the side, dully 
tinking as it dropped along the armor, finally hitting the grass with 
a solid, almost unhearable thud. 

The clacking sounds spread out over what remained in existence, 
all those glass beads falling against concrete and wood floors and tile 
and dirt and rock and rolling away, in all their colors, rolling along 
up hills at times, rolling across the face of what remained of the world, 
finding their way, finally, to the edges, rolling off, plummeting into 
the void, only to curve upwards again, as if propelled by that same 
force bending light round what’d remained of existence, streaming 
upwards into the void, a myriad of multi-colored twinklings. 

Drive leaned back, hooking the last rubber band on his thumb, 
pinching it, stretching it, launching it toward one of the many cor¬ 
nices of the house, the rubber band disappearing up there in the 
general direction of where the pair of them still stood. 

Shepard, who’d looked away from everything going on out there 
to turn toward Amirah, now looked down at a black cube in the space 
between them, and data recorder hovered there a moment before 
slowly ascending. They looked up, watching it till it’d disappeared 
into the void, a choir of white phosphorescent whales circling round 
it high above. 

“You know,” he said, “I’ve always had the feeling that if some- 
one’d’ve just been able to explain what that was, it’d’ve answered a 
lot of questions.” He looked down at her, released her hand, and put 
his arm round her waist. She put her arms round his neck. 

They didn’t say anything. 

He smiled. 

He kissed her. 
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